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ABSTRACT
Through the theoretical lens of care, this qualitative case study explored special education
teachers’ perceptions of how they exhibit care and key factors that support or threaten their
enactment of care. Interview and lesson plan data sources were collected from six middle and
high school special education teachers in a high performing New Jersey district and analyzed
using a priori and descriptive coding strategies for thematic generation. Key findings were
teachers perceived academic success as multifaceted, teachers perceived care as interactive,
relational, and intentional. They identified organizational factors such as professional learning
communities (PLCs) and leadership as supports for care and structural factors, including contentfocused curricula and disconnect between general and special education teachers, as barriers to
exhibiting care. Findings have implications for policy and practice discussions related to
alternative assessments and their relation to teacher enactment of care. This study builds upon
prior literature surrounding how teachers, in general, exhibit care from the lens of special
education teachers.

Keywords: care, teacher-student connections, special education students, organizational factors
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Background
Society, now more than ever, needs active citizens who can positively contribute to the
world. This aim requires students to engage in what they are learning consciously, understand
why they are learning it, and understand how their learning serves a greater purpose (Noddings,
2013a). Schools play a vital role in providing the structures to achieve these aims because
students spend, on average, a quarter of their day in schools; therefore, the interactions and
connections between teachers are students are vital to student success (Pianta et al., 2012).
Consequently, caring relationships between students and teachers are paramount to achieve these
aims. Research on teachers connecting with students suggests that relationships between teacher
and student are vital to student success (Knesting & Waldron, 2006; Lemberger et al., 2015;
Rucinski et al., 2018; Strahan & Layell, 2006).
Nel Noddings (2003, 2005), internationally renowned philosopher of education,
presented a framework of care that challenges educational leaders to explore, question, critique,
and analyze current practice to meet reframed goals of education. Noddings (2003, 2005) framed
the aims of education with a focus on building reciprocal relationships between teacher and
student. She believed the teacher is responsible for creating the caring relationship and teaching
the student to care for others. Noddings (2003, 2005) highlighted that the need for care is greater
than ever; however, the current structures work against it. According to Noddings (2003, 2005),
a caring relationship, at its core, is a connection between two people which is reciprocal in that
the carer and the cared-for engage in a connection in which each one shares a relation with the
other.
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This caring relationship involves engrossment and motivational displacement. When
people are engrossed in what the other is trying to convey, they demonstrate care in the way that
they really hear, see, or feel each other. It may be for a few moments or it may be repeated
moments; however, the two engage in a meaningful exchange (Noddings, 2003, 2005).
Motivational displacement occurs as one is engrossed in the other and think of ways in which to
help the other person. As the cared-for receives the attention of the carer, they respond in a
reciprocal fashion. When the cared-for does not respond to the carer, there is a lack of reciprocity
in which teachers lose energy (Noddings, 2005). However, Noddings (2005) explained that
everyone wants to be cared for and engrossment provides educators with the tools to truly get to
the heart of understanding the wants, needs, likes, and dislikes of the cared-for. As educators are
engrossed in the cared-for, they also model care and students develop the capacity to care.
There are many issues that challenge the ability of schools to establish and provide caring
relationships. Specifically, the current educational frame with its standardization, high-stakes
testing, and public accountability measures impacts the way in which educators plan, implement
and assess decisions impacting student learning (Tienken, 2013). In 2001, the No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) legislation led the federal accountability mandate in education by requiring all
students, regardless of disability, to participate in state-wide assessments and have highly
qualified teachers. The NCLB also mandated closing the achievement gap for students
considered at-risk. In 2015, Congress enacted the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) to replace
the NCLB. The ESSA mandates high academic standards that prepare all students, with a special
focus on addressing the needs of at-risk students, to succeed in college and career. The ESSA
also mandates states to publicly share measures of students’ progress toward achievement of
these high standards. Although the nature of the legislation is geared to provide a level of
2

transparency in an effort to hold schools accountable, it also places a high level of pressure on
educators to make decisions based on what “others” believe should be high standards and leads
to a “teach-to-the-test” mentality (Tienken, 2013).
Schussler and Collins (2006) highlighted the tension between care and a testing-focused
public policy structure. This focus leads to the belief that caring is a secondary thought, if
thought of at all. Academics and caring should involve a synergy through which they support the
overall outcome of caring, productive citizens (Schussler & Collins, 2006). As schools are
measured by standardized testing outcomes, educators focus on an increase in tests scores
(Tienken, 2013). This causes a tension between care and a testing-focused public policy
structure; moreover, it leads to caring as a secondary thought in education (Schussler & Collins,
2006). In the area of special education, these factors, along with public policy expectations for
students with disabilities, pose further complexities for educators.
Federal Public Policy
The history of educating students with disabilities dates back to the late 1800s when
various state supreme courts upheld local decisions that denied an education to those who did not
fit in the typical school setting. This concept changed in 1954 when the U. S. Supreme Court
made its seminal decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas (Esteves & Rao,
2008). Although this decision was not a special education decision, it determined that racial
segregation in schools was unconstitutional because the students were not granted equal access
to a public school education. Civil rights and special education advocates used Brown v. Board
of Education as the basis to demand equal opportunity to an education regardless of race, gender,
or disability (Esteves & Rao, 2008; Finn et al., 2000). The ESSA was passed by Congress in
1965, but due to pressure from civil rights advocates, the Act was amended in 1966 to establish
3

the Bureau of Education for the Handicapped and provided funding for educating children with
disabilities (Esteves & Rao, 2008; Yell & Shriner, 2017).
After the Brown v. Board of Education decision, states continued to exclude students
with disabilities from their schools. Both Pennsylvania Association of Retarded Children
(PARC) v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and Mills v. Board of Education of District of
Columbia served as foundational cases in special education law and drove subsequent
legislation; moreover, these decisions established that students in special education had equal
protection under the law and due process rights (Colker, 2013). Therefore, students with
disabilities could not be excluded from school due to their disability without ensuring a decision
via an impartial hearing and access to the courts. These cases also established, regardless of
costs, students with disabilities have the right to access a public education (Colker, 2013).
The Education for the Handicapped Act (EHA) of 1975 became the first federal statute
devoted to students with disabilities. This Act, along with other grant programs, provided
funding to educate students with disabilities. Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973
established antidiscrimination policies applicable to any entity receiving federal funds (Finn et
al., 2001). In 1975, Congress enacted the Education for All Handicapped Children Act
(EAHCA), now called the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA). The EAHCA ensured
students with disabilities were guaranteed individualized education plans (IEPs) and access to a
free and appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment. Unfortunately, the
legislation did not define “free and appropriate” or “least restrictive environment.” Therefore, the
courts have decided what constitutes these terms (Finn et al., 2001).
Amendments to the IDEA in 1997 expanded the requirements under the statute to include
the addition of goals to define meaningful and measurable progress and added the requirement
4

for measurable goals to be added to a student’s IEP. Importantly, the amendments established a
provision to revisit a student’s IEP if sufficient progress is not made (Esteves & Rao, 2008). The
1997 amendments also required increased parental involvement in the development of the
student’s IEP and the sharing of mandatory progress reporting on goals with the parent. Finally,
the 1997 amendments also required a rationale for removing students from the general education
program and ensured the general education curriculum with supplementary aides and supports be
considered prior to placing students in an alternative setting (Esteves & Rao, 2008).
In 2001, the NCLB legislation led the federal accountability mandate in education by
requiring that all students, regardless of disability, participate in state-wide assessments and have
highly qualified teachers. It also mandated the closing of the achievement gap for students
considered at-risk (Tienken, 2013). In 2004, the IDEA expanded the manner in which students
could be identified as having a disability and continued to focus on student results. According to
Yell and Shriner (2017), the fundamental message of the NCLB and the IDEA is that special
education should continue to focus on producing results utilizing research-based practices. The
expanded provisions focused more on outcomes than on procedural compliance (Yell & Shriner
2017).
In 2015, Congress enacted the ESSA, which mandates addressing the educational needs
of at-risk, disadvantaged, and high-needs students. The ESSA also requires high academic
achievement that will prepare students to succeed in college and career. In addition, the ESSA
mandates states to publicly share measures of students’ progress toward achievement of high
standards, school accountability, and action to ensure improved academic outcomes in the lowest
performing schools and schools with the highest drop-out rates.
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Overall, the IDEA mandates districts and schools provide students with disabilities access
to a free and appropriate public education via an IEP with measurable goals that are to be
reviewed frequently. The IDEA also guarantees students’ civil rights by ensuring access to due
process procedures and equal access to educational programs (Esteves & Rao, 2008; Finn et al.,
2001). Taken together, the IDEA and the ESSA establish school-based expectations for
achievement and public transparency with those outcomes for the whole school and specific atrisk populations, including students with disabilities.
Public Policy in New Jersey
The state of New Jersey maintains statutes and regulations to meet the established federal
mandates. To be in compliance with the ESSA, the New Jersey Department of Education
(NJDOE) developed the ESSA Accountability Plan. This plan was developed from the input
from survey results, stakeholder focus groups, and listening and learning sessions (NJDOE,
2019). The purpose of the NJDOE (2019) ESSA Accountability Plan is “to ensure all students
have equitable access to high-quality resources and opportunities, and to close the educational
achievement gaps” (p. 2). The plan outlines that this vision will be accomplished through the use
of the New Jersey Learning Standards (NJLS), statewide assessments, and supports for students
and educators. The NJLS include the following content areas: 21st century life and careers,
comprehensive health and physical education, English language arts (ELA), mathematics,
science, social studies, technology, visual and performing arts, and world languages (NJDOE,
2019).
In the area of statewide assessments, the state of New Jersey utilized the Partnership for
Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) assessments, now the New Jersey
Learning Assessment (NJLA), to determine academic progress and improve classroom
6

instruction. The examination of attendance and graduation rates was outlined to evaluate college
and career readiness skills. Specifically, the plan defined accountability measures to meet the
requirements outlined in the ESSA in New Jersey. In addition, the plan requires that by 2030,
80% of all students and all subgroups meet or exceed all grade-level expectations on statewide
assessments in ELA and math; 95% of student to graduate from high school in 4 years and 96%
to graduate in 5 years; and by 2031, 86% of English language learners will make expected
progress toward English language proficiency. To monitor the implementation of federal priority
areas and ensure compliance with the IDEA and New Jersey Administrative Code 6A:14 Special
Education, the NJDOE utilizes data analysis, targeted reviews, focused monitoring activities, and
consolidated monitoring.
Public Policy in School Districts and Schools
To address these federal and state mandates, school districts in New Jersey are required
to implement specific policies and regulations to ensure compliance with the certain
requirements of these mandates. Furthermore, district and, in turn, school funding is tied to the
assurance that these mandates will be implemented. According to the ESSA Companion Guide
(NJDOE, 2019), schools are required to ensure “all students have equitable access to highquality educational resources and opportunities, and to close the educational achievement gaps”
(p. 2). To ensure accountability to meet this requirement, the NJDOE mandates that schools
achieve specific measures on a set of indicators. Those schools that do not meet these indicators
are identified as Schools in Need of Comprehensive Support and Improvement or Schools in
Need of Targeted Support. These public labels are based on the individual school’s data gathered
through the state’s Accountability Profile. The Accountability Profile includes the individual
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school’s data on academic achievement, academic progress, graduation rate, English language
learner proficiency, and school quality/student success (defined as chronic absenteeism).
As schools grapple with the public labeling and accountability measures, they need to
understand the mitigating factors that improve student academic achievement, increase
graduation rates, and reduce chronic absenteeism for all students and subgroups of students, and
for this study, students with disabilities. This is not only imperative to meet the federal and state
mandates, but also to ensure schools produce active citizens who contribute positively to the
world. Consequently, since research indicates that the relationship between teachers and students
is vital to student success (Knesting &Waldron, 2006; Lemberger et al., 2015, Rucinski et al.,
2018; Strahan & Layell, 2006), then it is imperative to study how care, in regard to students with
disabilities, can improve student and teacher connections and, in turn, improve student
achievement. However, questions remain about care in regard to students with disabilities, the
supports that are needed to encourage and enhance the caring relationship and connection
between teachers and students, and the barriers to the implementation of care in schools.
Problem Statement
An examination of public policy at the federal and state levels highlights mandates that
require accountability for academic achievement by all students. Specialized indicators in the
ESSA and New Jersey’s Accountability Plan require school districts and individual schools to
ensure student achievement for all students, with a specialized focus on at-risk groups, including
students with disabilities. Meanwhile, it has been found that students who struggle academically
in the early grades are more dependent on relational supports than are students who do not
struggle (Hughes et al., 2012). Additionally, students with problematic behaviors experience
failure prior to reaching secondary schools and schools are not equipped to deal with the
8

children’s needs, causing the negative labeling of students and the segregation from their peers
(Stevens, 2018).
Purpose of Study and Research Questions
Through the lens of this study’s theoretical framework of care, the researcher aimed to
illuminate a deeper understanding of teachers’ perceptions of care, how they connect with
students, and their perceptions of the supports that are needed to encourage and enhance the
caring relationship and connection between teachers and students, and their perceptions of the
barriers to the implementation of care in schools. The study was conducted to answer the
following research questions:
1. What are the perceptions of special education teachers on how they exhibit care in
pull-out and inclusion classrooms?
a. What do special education teachers see as key factors that influence academic
success for students with disabilities?
2. What are the perceptions of special education teachers on the aspects of school
context that support and/or pose barriers to special education teachers exhibiting care
in pull-out and inclusion classrooms?
Definition of Terms
For the purpose of this study, the definitions of terms are as follows.
Care: The reciprocal relationship and connection between two people. Noddings’s (2003,
2005, 2013a) moral education maintains four essential components of care:
modeling, dialogue, practice, and confirmation.
Modeling: Teachers showing students they care.
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Dialogue: Genuine interactions between two or more people who seek to understand
one another.
Practice: Intentional acts through which teachers and students rehearse interactions.
Confirmation: A teacher is able to separate a student’s action from who the student is
as a person.
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA): Current federal law passed in 2015 that governs K12 public education and policy.
Individualized Education Plan (IEP): Legally binding document that details the
programs, related services, and supports for students who qualify for special
education and related services.
Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA): A federal law amended in 2004 that makes free
and appropriate education to eligible children with disabilities and ensures special
education and related services to those children (U. S. Department of Education,
n.d.-b).
New Jersey Student Learning Assessment (NJSLA): New Jersey’s statewide assessment
system to meet the requirements of the ESSA.
Special Education: Services and supports a student with disabilities receives to meet their
unique, individualized needs.
Student with Disabilities: Term utilized to identify a student who, by federal law, requires
special education and related services due to a classification in a category defined
by the IDEA.

10

Limitations and Delimitations
Qualitative research requires an examination of limitations and delimitations so that a
plan may be developed to ensure rigor and transferability. As indicated by Merriam (1998) and
Patton (2002), there are limitations within the qualitive processes when conducting interviews
and document analysis. Specifically, the current study was bounded by a deep examination of
one district’s practices, in one middle school and one high school, during a set period of time.
Since this process was also bounded by personal interviews of secondary special education
teachers, their responses represent their individual experiences and may be influenced by their
experiences in the school. Additionally, participant age, ethnicity, background experiences,
personal biases, emotional state, recollection of events, and reactivity to the interviewer may also
have influenced their responses. To address the limitations associated with these delimitations,
the researcher utilized specific sampling criteria to determine the school district, middle school,
high school, and special education teachers with whom to conduct the study.
Additionally, due to concerns regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, the researcher was
unable to conduct observations. Instead, each participant was asked to provide a lesson that they
felt exemplified how they demonstrate care and connect with students. Therefore, the lesson
plans were limited by the sample of activities provided by the participants and the authenticity of
their reflections on those lessons. It is important to note that participation in the study was
voluntary, which allowed the participants to have decision-making power in the research process
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).
A concern in qualitative studies is the transferability of findings because differences in
school populations, practices, and policies of other schools may lead to different findings with
regard to the questions posed in this study. Specifically, the researcher utilized various data
11

sources for triangulation to conduct the study and to ensure a high level of rigor. This included
the use of interviews, teacher-provided lesson plans, and analysis and material artifacts to
develop a deeper, more holistic understanding of the phenomenon studied (Merriam, 1992;
Patton, 2002).
Additionally, as the researcher was a novice in the field, inexperience and personal biases
may have emerged throughout the study (Merriam, 1992). To mitigate these concerns and ensure
the rigor of the study, the researcher utilized various strategies to address the impact of the
researcher’s positionality. Specifically, to ensure the clarity and rigor of the interviews, the
researcher conducted pilot interviews with secondary special education teachers, who were not
part of the study, to determine clarity of questions, usefulness of information gathered, and
additional questions to include (Merriam, 1992). The researcher utilized a reflective journal
throughout the study to practice reflexivity. The process of reflexivity allows personal biases to
be identified, addressed, and analyzed to determine if and how they are impacting the study
(Patton, 2002).
Summary
Chapter 1 encompassed the background of the problem, the problem statement, and
purpose of the study as well as the research questions, the limitations and delimitations, and
definition of terms. Chapter 2 presents background information on the ethic of care, the
theoretical framework, literature review on the role of school and teachers in providing care, and
strategies for getting to know students and building relationships. Chapter 3 describes the
methodology of the study, including the research design, participants and sampling, data
collection, and data analysis and coding system. Additionally, Chapter 3 details processes to
ensure the rigor and ethical practices of the study. Chapter 4 summarizes the results of the data
12

analysis of the interviews, lesson plan submissions, and document reviews so that the
phenomenon of care and the perceived supports and barriers to its implementation emerged.
Chapter 5 is a discussion of the research findings and the implications for future research,
practice, and policy in the area of care in special education.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter begins with a discussion about the ethics of care, followed by the theoretical
framework of Bolman and Deal’s (2013) human resource frame and structural frame through
which this study was explored. The chapter presents a synthesis of reviewed literature related to
the role of school and teachers in providing care: student outcomes and challenges and strategies
for getting to know students and building relationships. Chapter 2 concludes with a summary of
the key understandings gleaned from the literature review, identification of gaps that need further
exploration, and an explanation of how this study was designed to contribute to and expand upon
existing scholarship of care in schools.
Background: Ethic of Care
The practice of engaging in a caring relationship involves four elements: modeling,
dialogue, practice, and confirmation (Noddings, 2003, 2005, 2013a). When modeling, one
demonstrates their capacity to care for others, and simultaneously serve as a model of care
(Noddings, 2003, 2005, 2013a). Noddings (2001) explained that experience molds attitudes and
mindsets, She believed students need opportunities to engage in receiving care which allows
them to develop the ability to practice engagement and motivational displacement. This is
achieved by teachers modeling the behaviors and students experiencing these behaviors so they
may be emulated in their experiences with others (Noddings, 2003, 2005, 2013a).
The second component of a caring relationship is dialogue. In order to learn about the
cared-for, there must be ongoing, meaningful conversation to understand, empathize, and
appreciate the cared-for (Noddings, 2003, 2005, 2013a). The interactions between the carer and
the cared-for need to be a genuine, open-ended quest about the cared-for so that the two people
14

may develop appropriate caring actions and responses to the caring (Noddings, 2003, 2005,
2013a). In looking at this element in schools it is essential for teachers to utilize dialogue to
engage in meaningful relationships with students. Noddings (2001, 2003, 2005, 2013a) explained
that dialogue allows people to connect, offer knowledge about each other, and provide a
foundation to respond knowledgably to the needs and history of the other person.
The third component of a caring relationship is practice. In terms of care, one must
provide the time to model care and engage in meaningful dialogue. This takes place through
intentional planning and practice. Since modeling and dialogue are complex, the carer must plan
for the intentional acts and potential pitfalls that may occur (Noddings, 2003, 2005, 2013a).
The fourth component of a caring relationship is confirmation. In the quest to get to know
the cared-for, the carer seeks the best in others. This occurs by getting to know others as best as
possible through the development of a genuine, caring relationship and engagement in
meaningful connections over time (Noddings, 2003, 2005, 2013a). In looking at confirmation
Noddings (2005) explained that the carer sees the best in the cared-for and is able to separate the
act from the person. The carer is able to engage in a discussion that focuses on the good of a
person, beyond the person’s actions. Confirmation involves a trusting relationship, a connection
between the carer and the cared-for where the carer knows the cared-for well enough to see what
they are trying to become (Noddings, 2005).
Theoretical Framework
In order to understand how schools can be organizations where caring relationships are
developed, it is important to understand that organizations are complex. For example, Knesting
and Waldron (2006) studied high school students at risk of dropping out. A student in their study
shared, "If you want kids to stay in school, and if you see that there are kids dropping out
15

because they hate school, because of the environment there, you’re supposed to do something to
change it” (Knesting & Waldron, 2006, p. 610). In order to change “it,” they suggested
educational leaders should utilize a systemic process to examine the structures that support
and/or cause barriers to student achievement and student success.
To that point, Bolman and Deal (2013) presented four frames through which to examine
organizations: structural, human resource, political, and symbolic. The current study utilized the
structural and human resource frames to examine and understand the supports and barriers that
special education teachers experience while implementing strategies to connect and demonstrate
care with students with disabilities, which are further described in the following sections.
The Structural Frame
According to Bolman and Deal (2013), the structural frame is focused on the
organization’s circumstances, how responsibilities are allocated, and how to integrate tasks to
accomplish a common goal. In the structural frame, putting the right people in the right roles is
vital to the organization’s success (Bolman & Deal, 2013). When considering the components of
the structural frame, vertical and lateral strategies emerge as important to the organization. For
example, when focusing on establishing and/or maintaining predictable behavior, vertical
strategies such as formal communication of the organization’s goals and objectives, rules and
policies, planning and control systems, and formal authority are used (Bolman & Deal, 2013).
However, when managing a turbulent, fast-paced environment, lateral strategies such as
meetings, committees, and task forces may be used to develop a quick and simple outcome
(Bolman & Deal, 2013). As Bolman and Deal explained, the structural frame is “like an animal’s
skeleton or a building’s framework . . . [it] both enhances and constrains what an organization
can accomplish” (p. 47).
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The Human Resource Frame
The connection between people and the organization is another component of Bolman
and Deal’s (2013) four frames. The human resource frame describes a process that balances the
needs of the organization with the needs of its employees; it focuses on people. In the human
resource frame, organizations want to hire and retain the right people with the skills and
attributes to bring success to the organization (Bolman & Deal, 2013). Meanwhile, the
employees want to know the organization is a good fit for them (Bolman & Deal, 2013).
Bolman and Deal’s (2013) human resource frame consists of the synergy between the
people of the organization, their ideas, energies and talents, and the manner in which the
organization serves its people; together, the system succeeds. If there is a poor fit between an
individual and the system, one or both suffer. When there is a good fit between individuals and
the organization, people have meaningful and satisfying jobs and the organization reaps the
benefits of the talents and empowerment of its people (Bolman & Deal, 2013).
According to Bolman and Deal (2013), organizations utilize high involvement strategies
to bond the individuals and the organization, including hiring the right people, keeping
employees, rewarding well, protecting jobs, promoting from within, sharing the wealth, investing
in employees, and empowering employees. Organizational leaders need to focus on
implementing activities that support high involvement strategies that encourage autonomy and
participation, allow for the redesign of work, foster self-managing teams, promote
egalitarianism, and support diversity to promote a culture that provides the best structure to meet
the staff’s needs and, in turn, the students’ needs (Bolman & Deal, 2013). Overall, the human
resource frame provides the understanding that individuals make up an organization and their
skills and personal abilities support the organization’s success. The organization must utilize the
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right strategies to ensure people are the right fit, and the organization must also provide the best
structures to meet their needs.
Utilizing Bolman and Deal’s (2013) structural frame and human resource frame, the
current researcher examined the way in which multifaceted, complex schools engage teachers to
connect with students using care. Figure 1 illustrates the theoretical framework in relation to the
study.
Figure 1
Theoretical Framework
Classroom Practices

Teacher Beliefs, Values,
Actions & Decisions
Human Resource Frame
Organization of Time,
Curriculum & Program

School Practices
District & School
Policies, Procedures,
Culture & Resources
Classroom Practices

Teacher Beliefs, Values,
Actions & Decisions
Structural Frame
Organization of Time,
Curriculum & Program

School Practices

This study was aimed to illuminate how organizational decision-making within the structural
frame in areas such as classroom and school practices, and programmatic and curriculum
decisions about interventions influence teachers’ perceptions of how they show they care and
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connect with students (Knesting & Waldron, 2006; Lemberger et al., 2015, Rucinski et al.,
2018).
Literature Review
In order to study caring relationships, it is important to review scholarship to learn
common findings and gaps in the literature. This section is a synthesis of literature on the roles of
schools and teachers in providing care, as well as the student outcomes and strategies. Also
included is a review of the literature on the strategies and challenges in building relationships
between teachers and students.
Role of School in Providing Care: Student Outcomes and Challenges
Through the lens of the structural frame, schools provide the policies, procedures, culture,
and resources to promote and/or hinder a caring school environment. Schools often implement
structured interventions to address specific goals related to teachers connecting with students
(Knesting & Waldron, 2006; Lemberger et al., 2015; Rucinski et al., 2018). Many of these
interventions have been found to have a positive impact on students’ academic and/or socialemotional development. For example, Lemberger et al. (2015) studied the extent to which the
Student Success Skills (SSS) program intervention affected middle school students’ perceptions
of connectedness to school, students’ executive functioning, and student achievement. The study
of seventh grade students from a predominantly Hispanic and economically disadvantaged
school found that after guidance counselors implemented the SSS lessons students improved
their executive functioning areas and improved in their academic achievement in mathematics
and reading on standardized tests (Lemberger et al., 2015). Duong et al. (2019) studied the
Establish-Maintain-Restore (EMR) approach in the U. S. Pacific Northwest and found teachers
who were trained in EMR self-reported meaningful change in their relationships with students,
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and that “students with EMR-trained teachers showed significantly less disruptive behavior and
greater socially engaged time” (p. 217). They also concluded that “belonging, trust and
understanding are foundational to student well-being, and it is only through concerted effort,
supported by well-designed programs and practices, that educators can help the whole child
succeed” (Duong et al., 2019, p. 220). Most importantly, the study indicated that students who
felt the least connected to their teachers yielded the strongest positive increase in their feelings of
connection to teachers after the implementation of the program (Duong et al., 2019).
Similarly, Rucinski et al. (2018) conducted a quasi-experimental pilot study with New
York City students in Grades 3–5 of the “4 R’s” (i.e., reading, writing, respect, and resolution)
and the My Teaching Partner Program, which combined social-emotional learning with literacy.
The teachers received coaching and support while implementing the program. Rucinski et al.
(2018) examined the teachers’ and students’ perceptions of their relationship quality, observed
classroom emotional support during the school year, and how both were related to students’ endof-year social-emotional growth and academic achievement. The results showed that upper
elementary students’ aggression and depression were influenced by their perceptions of conflict
with teachers. In other words, “higher teacher-reported conflict predicted higher teacherreported aggression and child-reported aggression as well as lower ELA scores in spring,
whereas higher child-reported relationship quality was related to lower child-reported depressive
symptoms” (Rucinski et al., 2018, p. 1000). Overall, the research shows that structured programs
focused on improving the connection between teachers and students resulted in improved
academic achievement (Knesting &Waldron, 2006; Lemberger et al., 2015; Rucinski et al.,
2018).
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In the area of teacher care, studies have also identified structures that support the
implementation of care and understanding. Cooper and Miness (2014) identified structures such
as looping; thoughtful, intentional pairing of students with teachers; and active monitoring of the
interactions between teachers and students as ways in which to provide strategic support for
caring and understanding between teachers and students. Meanwhile, shared responsibilities,
team building, positive discipline, learner-centered environments, warm supportive relationships
with students, assessment of students’ learning strengths, and knowledge-centered environments
that connect inquiry, collaboration, and real-world experiences have been identified as
supportive structures in the implementation of care (Strahan & Layell, 2006). Finally, Miller and
Mills (2019) found that university students connected caring to their engagement in class and,
therefore, determined effective teaching is at the core of care and should be a priority for student
success. As a result, in the structural frame, professional development should be central to
university training of faculty so that students may increase their engagement in class, improve
their assessment of courses, and increase students’ willingness to work (Miller and Mills, 2019).
Finally, Glowacki-Dudka et al. (2017) detailed a framework to implement Noddings’s
work in adult schooling. They contended that a framework involving care, community,
communication, critical reflection, equality, and democracy leads to the confirmation of a caring
attitude and an unlimited opportunity for creativity within a caring context. The researchers
believed that incorporating the critical framework improved student performance because
learners felt safer, valued, and respected (Glowacki-Duda et al., 2017). Lastly, Glowacki-Duda et
al. (2017) explained that learners connected to their own experiences, felt valued and recognized,
and were less tentative in applying new knowledge. Overall, research connected to the structural
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frame shows that specific programmatic interventions, school structures, specialized supports,
and professional development for staff enable teachers to exhibit care and connect with students.
Role of Teachers in Providing Care: Student Outcomes and Challenges
Regarding the importance of connecting schools and students, it is imperative to
understand the role individual teachers play in establishing the caring and connecting
relationships with students. In applying Bolman and Deal’s (2013) human resource frame to the
school context, staff need to use their personal abilities to support the school’s success and its
students’ successes. Meanwhile, school administrators must empower and retain employees so
that they have the time to build the connection between the goals of the school and its students.
Knesting and Waldron (2006) conducted a qualitative case study of 17 high school students
identified as at-risk for dropping out of high school. The students shared the importance of
schools focusing on people, not programs, and identified teacher investment and connectedness
as contributing factors to their persistence to graduate from high school (Knesting & Waldron,
2006). Meanwhile, Vidourek et al. (2012) examined the benefits and barriers to positively
connecting students to school. The importance of teachers’ perceptions also emerged in this
study as the link to the connection between teachers and students. Results indicated teachers who
felt positively connected to their students perceived significantly fewer barriers to connecting
with students than teachers who did not feel positively connected to their students (Vidourek et
al., 2012).
Research on teachers connecting with students and utilizing care strategies focuses on the
impact of teachers’ perceptions and teacher investment on the connection between teachers and
students and student achievement. Most importantly, when the carer, teacher, or educational
system, was fully engrossed in the lives of the cared for, the cared for (students) felt the care that
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was being exhibited (Noddings, 2001, 2003, 2005, 2013a). The literature identifies several
components that students acknowledged as assisting in the development of these reciprocal
caring feelings or lack of development of those feelings, which are described further in this
section.
First, student voices emerge in the research on care. Middle school urban students
identified trust, reciprocal dialogue, and active listening to one another as the relational
foundation for care between teachers and students (Alder, 2002). Following the thoughts of
Noddings, Alder (2002) found students believe teachers care when they know their students well,
provide personalized leadership for the students, teach to understanding, are academically
helpful, and hold high expectations for behavior and achievement. Likewise, students in
Schussler and Collins’s (2006) research expressed they wanted to be cared for and wanted to
demonstrate care. Schussler and Collins found that different relationships emerged as a result of
the reciprocal caring relationship between students and adults, to include teacher-to-student,
student-to-student, school-to-student, student-to-school, and student-to-teacher. Within these
different relationships, care was found to have positive outcomes and supported a larger caring
school environment (Schussler & Collins, 2006). Additionally, care exists when schools have a
family atmosphere and care is a core value of the school (Schussler & Collins, 2006). Moreover,
Burroughs and Barkauskas (2017) found that it is not enough to just show care; it is important
for children to understand the rationale for the decision-making that takes place in schools.
Therefore, when schools show they care, they also ensure children understand the rationale for
the decision-making that takes place in the school because it “contribute[s] to the development of
persons with greater self-awareness, emotional understanding and, in turn, the capability to act
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ethically and successfully interact with others in a democratic society” (Burroughs &
Barkauskas, 2017, p. 222).
Care theory has also been examined through the lens of critical race theory. Rolón-Dow
(2005) examined care theory with Puerto Rican girls, while Roberts (2010) examined teacher
care for African American students. Rolón-Dow’s study enriches the research on care by
studying the roles that race or ethnicity and racism play in shaping the circumstances of Puerto
Rican girls and the schools they attend. This research reinforces the need to understand students
of color in the United States and the role their race or ethnicity plays in shaping their
communities; this involves teachers understanding their own underlying biases and hidden racist
ideologies and the role they play in making the decisions that impact students. According to
Rolón-Dow, the educational system will improve when teachers understand their own
perceptions, misconceptions, and actions. Rolón-Dow further explained the need for schools to
examine their policies and practices through the lens of a “color(full) critical care praxis” (p.103)
to eliminate institutional racism and nourish a caring school environment. Additional findings
highlight the importance of the role of the community in transforming students’ lives.
Students of color also identified their own power in allowing teachers to know and
understand them (Cooper & Miness, 2014). The power of accepting the care given by teachers
impacted students’ relational connections with teachers. Students mentioned feeling less
connected with the primary White teaching staff and few students of color perceived
understanding as relational (Cooper & Miness, 2014). Overall, students’ perceptions led the
researchers to recommend studying the disconnect between White teachers and understanding
their relationships with students of color, again supporting the importance of studying the effect
of race on care.
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Roberts (2010) hypothesized a concept of culturally relevant critical teacher care
(CRCTC) that emerged from teachers’ perceptions of teacher care for African American students
and incorporates themes of racism, critical race theory, and African American teacher practices
before and after the Supreme Court decision of Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas.
African American teachers identified a concern for students’ futures, the value of culture in
education, and high expectations as essential elements in their teaching practices. The concept of
“warm-demanders” explains the notion that teachers establish high expectations for students, but
do not pity students based on their circumstances. Bondy et al., (2012) identified ways in which
to be a warm-demander and explained that warm demanders build relationships deliberately by
learning about students’ cultures and communicating expectations of success. They also
recognized the importance of insisting students meet expectations by providing learning
supports, supporting positive behavior, and maintaining clear and consistent expectations (Bondy
et al., 2008).
Strategies for Getting to Know Students and Building Relationships
As educators look to research on building teacher-student relationships, the
implementation of individual student and home-school connection strategies have been found to
improve student-teacher relationships (Cummings, 2000; Glasser, 1993; Macsuga-Gage et al.,
2012; Marzano, 2007, 2009). Glasser (1993) described it as second choice therapy: “We will
work for those we care for (belonging), for those we respect and who respect us (power), for
those with whom we laugh (fun) for those who help us make our lives secure (survival)” (p. 24).
Getting to know individual students is the cornerstone to building teacher-student
relationships. Acknowledging, valuing, and respecting students are important to building the
connection (Saphier et al., 2008). To do this, teachers should know something about each
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student, engage in behaviors that indicate affection for each student, bring students’ interests into
the content, and personalize learning activities (Marzano, 2007, 2009). Student interest surveys
and multiple intelligence questionnaires are tools that teachers can use to learn about student
likes, dislikes, strengths, and weaknesses (Cummings, 2000). The information gleaned from
these sources may also be used to infuse student interests into instruction and to provide teachers
with strategic guidance on the types of instructional activities with which students both thrive
and struggle (Cummings, 2000). Additionally, teachers can learn about students by establishing
one-to-one time with students, interviewing parents about students, and learning about the
student’s culture via school newspapers, bulletins, and informal conversations (Cummings, 2000;
Marzano, 2007, 2009).
To facilitate home-school connections, teachers may utilize home-school journals and
student-led conferences so families know what children are learning at school. Macsuga-Gage et
al. (2012) noted that teachers should offer both positive and corrective feedback to parents that
focuses on both academic and social performance. Teachers should also create opportunities to
reinforce positive interactions and integrate culturally responsive practices into these interactions
(Macsuga-Gage et al., 2012).
Most importantly, teachers need a strong sense of self-efficacy to understand their own
strengths and weakness. This will ensure they know their personal triggers so they are able to
demonstrate fairness, consistently enforce positive connections, deter negative interactions,
project a sense of emotional objectivity, and maintain a sense of humor while ensuring a cool
exterior during difficult times (Marzano, 2007, 2009; Saphier, et al., 2008). Overall, strong
teacher-student relationships lead to fewer class disruptions and better classroom management
skills (Stronge et al., 2011). Although researchers may use different terms, the research details a
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similar set of qualities, actions, and dispositions that connects teachers and students (Saphier et
al., 2008).
Summary
The reviewed literature provided valuable information about care and teachers connecting
with students in the context of organizational supports and barriers to the implementation of care
in schools. Utilizing Bolman and Deal’s (2013) structural and human resource frames,
classroom-based and school-based practices emerge as key structures that support care. For
example, teaching to understanding (Alder, 2002), personalized leadership for students (Alder,
2002), structured interventions (Knesting & Waldron, 2006; Lemberger et al., 2015; Rucinski et
al., 2018), knowledge-centered environments (Strahan & Layell, 2006), assessment of student
learning strengths (Strahan & Layell, 2006), team building (Strahan & Layell, 2006), positive
discipline (Strahan & Layell, 2006), learner-centered environments (Strahan & Layell, 2006),
and cultural understanding (Rolón-Dow, 2005) are all classroom-based, structural frame
components that teachers control and support care in schools. Additionally, structural frame
practices establish a foundation to facilitate care on the school level and support teachers in
providing caring classroom environments (Cooper & Miness, 2014). Values and beliefs such as
care as a central principle (Glowacki-Dudka et al., 2007), family atmosphere (Shussler &
Collins, 2006), value of students’ cultures (Bondy et al., 2008; Rolón-Dow, 2005), knowing
students well (Alder, 2002), high expectations for behavior and achievement (Bondy et al.,
2008), and warm supportive relationships with students (Strahan & Layell, 2006) also emerged
as structural frame, school-based practices to support care and teacher connectedness. The
absence of these structural frame components in schools and classrooms pose barriers to the
implementation of care in schools.
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Through the human resource frame, individual teacher qualities and teacher beliefs about
their practice were found to support care in schools. Teacher understanding about their personal
conscious and unconscious biases about race and ethnicity (Rolón-Dow, 2005), valuing students’
cultures (Rolón-Dow, 2005), knowing students well (Alder, 2002), being academically helpful
(Alder, 2002), having high expectations for behavior and achievement (Bondy et al., 2008),
concern for students’ future (Roberts, 2010), warm-supportive relationships with students
(Strahan & Layell, 2006), transparency in decision-making (Burroughs & Barkauskas, 2007),
and care as a central belief (Shussler & Collins, 2006) were found to support care in schools. The
absence of these human resource frame elements poses barriers to the implementation of care in
schools.
As educators seek to understand the motivators of student success, the caring relationship
between students and teachers emerges as a central element (Williams et al., 2017). By hiring
teachers who see care as central to their teaching role, utilizing family and community assets,
and providing multiple motivational sources through mentoring, equitable practices, high
expectations, and successful role models, schools may ensure student success (Williams et al.,
2017). Based on this analysis it is important to note the following:
When care is accepted as a central belief for a school community, structures that facilitate
care are more likely to exist, and students are more likely to perceive that they are cared
for, which positively affects their ability to achieve academically. (Schussler & Collins,
2006, p. 1461)
This overarching purpose provides the foundation for this study.
Care has been studied with a variety of populations; however, questions remain about
care in regard to students with special needs, the supports that are needed for the caring
relationship and connection between teachers and students with disabilities, and the barriers that
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inhibit it. For example, research focused on structured interventions eliminated students with
disabilities, although they are considered to be at risk (Lemberger et al., 2015). Although some
studies incorporated students with disabilities, a gap in the literature still exists. Additionally, an
examination of teachers’ perceptions of the supports and barriers to the implementation of care
and teacher connections with students are needed to determine how to best ensure students with
disabilities are receiving the care that safeguards their success. Therefore, through the lens of this
study’s theoretical framework, the researcher aimed to address these gaps and answer these
questions by illuminating a deeper understanding about teachers’ perceptions of care, how they
connect with students, and the supports and barriers in the care they exhibit with students with
disabilities.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Based on the background and literature, utilizing Bolman and Deal’s (2013) structural
and human resource frames, teachers’ beliefs, classroom-based practices, and school-based
structures and practices emerge as key structures that support care. At the heart of this is the
notion that
When care is accepted as a central belief for a school community, structures that facilitate
care are more likely to exist, and students are more likely to perceive that they are cared
for, which positively affects their ability to achieve academically. (Schussler & Collins,
2006, p. 1416)
However, questions remain regarding care with students with special needs, the supports needed
to engage teachers and students with disabilities in caring relationships, and barriers that impede
the caring relationship between teachers and students. The purpose of this qualitative,
phenomenological case study was to explore how secondary special education teachers exhibit
care, their perceptions of care and connecting to students, and the perceived barriers and/or
support for the implementation of care and connecting with students. The study was conducted to
answer the following research questions:
1. What are the perceptions of special education teachers on how they exhibit care in pullout and inclusion classrooms?
a. What do special education teachers see as key factors that influence academic
success for students with disabilities?
2. What are the perceptions of special education teachers on the aspects of school
context that support and/or pose barriers to special education teachers exhibiting care
in pull-out and inclusion classrooms?
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This chapter further describes the research design, data collection and analysis methods,
statement of positionality, and strategies for ensuring rigor.
Research Design and Methodology
Qualitative research is aimed to illuminate the understanding of a complex issue in a way
that empowers those studied to share their lived experiences in their individual context
(Creswell, 2007). The qualitative researcher then aims to discover, capture, present, and preserve
the stories of those studied (Patton, 2002).
More specifically, this qualitative study used a phenomenological case study approach to
understand how secondary special education teachers exhibit care, their perspectives on care and
the perceived supports and/or barriers in the implementation of care and connecting with
students in their classrooms and schools. The stories, beliefs, and thoughts that emerged from the
participants were then be compared to classroom lessons shared by teachers and material
artifacts from the district and schools in the study. The analysis allowed the teachers’ stories to
emerge, which provided a better understanding of their practices and perceptions and the
supports and barriers to the implementation of care and connecting with students into their
instruction.
Participants and Sampling
The case study utilized two levels of sampling. The first level was to select a school
district that had scored as high-performing on the New Jersey Quality Single Accountability
Continuum (NJQSAC) and that focused on teacher and student connections. These selection
criteria were chosen to gain an understanding of the organizational supports and barriers that
influence the care in secondary schools. The second level was to select the teacher participants
from the two selected secondary schools in the district. Special education teacher participants
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were tenured, scored highly effective in their evaluations, and were perceived as caring and
connecting with their students by the administrative staff. These selection criteria were chosen
because special education students were not included in research studies related to teachers
connecting with students and an exploration of teachers’ stories, beliefs, and perceptions would
begin the process of understanding the special education classroom in the context of care and fill
a gap in the research. Special education teachers’ perceptions at the individual and organizational
levels will illuminate an understanding of the phenomenon of care and teachers connecting with
students at the individual and organizational levels.
First, the researcher utilized a criterion-based process to select the school district for the
focus of the case study. The district was selected based on essential attributes that matched the
purpose of the study by utilizing convenience sampling (Merriam, 1998). To begin, directors of
special education were asked to identify K-12 districts they know that are focused on connecting
students and teachers and may be interested in participating in a research study. From there, the
researcher prioritized the school districts based on their designation by the New Jersey
Department of Education as a high-performing districts, scoring an 80 or above in the NJQSAC
process (NJDOE, n.d.). The researcher then solicited support from the high school’s
administrator via personal email and phone conferences. Through the administrator, the
superintendent approved the study for the middle school and the high school. Developing the
sampling list allowed the researcher access to alternate sites in the event that issues arose and
sites needed to be changed.
Once the two secondary schools were selected, the principals and other district
administrators were asked to provide the names of special education teachers who scored in the
highly effective range in evaluations and whom they believed demonstrated a strong connection
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to the students they teach. This purposeful sampling identified the teachers who were
interviewed. Six teachers from both the middle school and high school participated in the study.
Three teachers from the middle school and three teachers from the high school. Guest and
Johnson (2006) found that a sample size of six to 12 participants is the goal of a researcher who
is describing shared experiences, beliefs, or behavior among a relatively homogeneous group, as
was anticipated in this study.
Data Collection
The phenomenological case study approach involved the collection of data via
naturalistic observations, interviews, and record and document analysis. The use of these three
data sources of information reduced the weaknesses of any single approach to the research
(Merriam, 1998) and allowed for triangulation of data that increased the rigor and
trustworthiness of the study.
Interviews and Related Field Notes
This researcher collected data using interviews. Interviews were appropriate because they
allowed the researcher to enter the participant’s perspective (Patton, 2002) and gather descriptive
data in the participant’s own words so the researcher could develop insights on how the
participants interpreted the subject of the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The interview process
involved engaging the researcher with the participant in questions that elicited the “depth, detail,
richness, and nuances” of the participant’s lived experiences (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 131). The
interview protocol was based on a semi structured interview process that allowed the researcher
to utilize standardized questions along with reacting to the responses of the interviewee by
reordering questions or asking follow-up questions for clarification (Merriam, 1998). The
researcher asked questions such as: How do you define care? What does care look like in your
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classes? What are some processes you implement to support that vision? What does care look
like in your school? What structures allow this to happen?
To comply with social distancing measures due to the COVID-19 pandemic, interviews
were conducted and recorded via Zoom, an online platform, and later transcribed to document
the participants’ answers. The researcher took fieldnotes during the interviews to note any
reactions by the interviewee and follow-up items or questions to discuss (Merriam, 1998).
Finally, the researcher completed post-interview reflective notes that documented the
researcher’s personal feelings, reactions to the interview, and began the analysis of information
(Glesne, 2006; Merriam, 1998). The analysis of these notes also highlighted the effects of the
researcher’s personal experiences, thoughts, and biases and provided an opportunity for the
researcher to modify and adjust the research findings as needed (Ahern, 1999). To add an
additional layer of rigor to the study, after the interviews the researcher provided the participants
the opportunity to debrief with the researcher to review interview transcripts (Bogdan & Biklen,
2007).
Prior to interviewing the participants, the researcher conducted pilot interviews with
special education teachers, who were not part of the research study, to determine clarity of
questions, usefulness of information gathered, and additional questions to include (Merriam,
1998). Those pilot interviews were conducted utilizing a structured interview process. The
carefully worded questions were arranged in advance in an intentional sequence in order to
minimize the variation in the questions posed to the interviewees (Patton, 2002). The pilot
interviews also allowed the researcher to practice interviewing, taking interview notes, and
analyzing transcripts (Patton, 2002). This process engaged the researcher in self-reflection and
improvement in the interview process (Merriam, 1998).
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Lesson Plan Submissions
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, in-person classroom observations could not be
conducted; however, participants provided the researcher with a lesson plan that they felt
exemplified how they connect with and care for and students. The process of the teachers sharing
a lesson allowed for a collaborative process between the researcher and participants. Their
reflections on the lesson during the interview allowed the researcher to practice a more
collaborative, cooperative style with the participants (Bodgen & Biklen, 2007), which increased
the likelihood of building rapport with the participants, and provided further insights into their
thoughts, beliefs, and perceptions.
Material Artifacts
Finally, the study utilized public records and teachers’ documents to further understand
the context of the district, school, and classrooms studied. These documents and records included
a review of the school district and school websites, curriculum documents, NJDOE School
Report Card information, the schools’ programs of study, published test scores, and teachers’
lesson plans. The documents were collected from information available in the public domain via
the NJDOE websites, the district website, and two schools’ websites. The researcher collected
teacher lesson plans from the participants. These records were reviewed to understand the two
schools’ contexts as it is communicated to the public (Hodder, 2012). This information was
compared to interviews to expand the school’s context and to determine if similarities and
differences emerge between the material artifacts and interviews. These documents provided
foundational information about the school district and the schools being studied, which is
important because these factors are the context in which the teacher participants interact with
students.
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Data Analysis and Coding Scheme
The lens of care presents a case for the critical analysis of the current educational system.
Therefore, the interview transcripts, records, and documents were deductively coded using a
structured coding process with a focus on aspects of care: relationship-building (actions and
statements), curriculum decisions (teacher, administration, student), and instructional practices
(observed, documented, discussed). These aspects were all drawn from the study’s theoretical
framework and related literature. Using deductive reasoning, the analysis of interviews and
documents served to explore the phenomenon of care: how teachers exhibit care, their
perceptions of care, and teachers’ perceptions of the school contexts that support and/or pose
barriers to care to answer the research questions.
The researcher utilized structured coding, an iterative process of categorizing data
because they share some characteristic to codify and categorize the information gleaned from the
observations, interviews, and document analysis (Saldaña, 2016). In anticipation of the first
coding cycle, a priori codes, drawn from the study’s theoretical framework and literature review
in relation to the research questions were identified. See Table 1 for a summary of a priori codes.
Table 1
A Priori Codes and Definitions: Theoretical Framework and Literature Review
Codes and definitions
Ethic of care and moral education
• Engrossment: Caring for someone else in that the carer fully hears, sees, or feels what
the other is trying to convey (Noddings, 2001, 2005)
• Motivational displacement: Thinking of others and placing one’s attention on others
(Noddings, 2005) to create an encounter or a series of encounters that form a way to
build a bond between two people.
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Ethic of care and moral education
• Modeling: Demonstrating one’s capacity to care for others, one simultaneously serves
as a model of care (Noddings, 2003, 2005, 2013a). This is achieved by teachers
modeling the behaviors and students experiencing these behaviors so they may be
emulated in their experiences with others (Noddings, 2003, 2005, 2013a).
• Dialogue: In order to learn about the cared-for, there must be ongoing, meaningful
conversation to understand, empathize, and appreciate the cared-for (Noddings, 2003,
2005, 2013a).
• Practice: Time must be provided to model care and engage in meaningful dialogue.
Since modeling and dialogue are complex, the carer must plan for the intentional acts
and potential pitfalls that may occur (Noddings, 2003, 2005, 2013a).
• Confirmation: Carer sees the best in the cared-for and is able to separate the act from
the person (Noddings, 2005). The carer is able to engage a discussion that focuses on
the good of a person, beyond the person’s actions.
Noddings’ life domains
• Home and personal life: Involves caring for self and others. The care includes learning
to care for physical life, spiritual life, occupational life, and recreational life
(Noddings, 2001). Caring for others includes caring for the inner circle-mates and
lovers, friends, colleagues and neighbors, and unequal relations (children, students).
Caring for the human-made world (utility, physical arrangements, maintaining and
conserving, making and repairing, and understanding and appreciating (Noddings,
2001). Noddings (2003) believed students need to understand how the home shapes
individuals and how people shape their houses and living spaces because home is the
place where needs are met and unified. The role of a capable homemaker includes
planning a healthy family diet, ensuring psychological comfort in the home, engaging
in conversations, incorporating family members in household tasks, and provides a
supportive culture.
• Occupational life: The domain of occupational life also contains aspects of care for
self and care for others. As one cares for their occupational life, they strive to
understand that money is not the only or most important factor in making work
enjoyable. One also learns to appreciate the value of all honest work (Noddings, 2001).
As one cares for others in the domain of occupational life, there is an importance in
public life as neighbors and citizens. In this area one needs to ensure equity in
compensation for all workers, developing rich, relevant and highly differentiated
school curricula, and providing quality advice so students choose occupations wisely
and proudly (Noddings, 2001). Noddings (2003) also explained that another aim of
education is happiness. The role of finding an occupation or vocation is to fulfill life’s
happiness. By creating full integrated experiences, students will not be tracked into
professions, but will choose a meaningful occupation or vocation (Noddings, 2013a).
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Noddings’ life domains
• Civic Life: There is a focus on community, democracy, and service (Noddings, 2001).
If people espouse to providing a democracy, they must engage in continuous review of
the democratic system and support the individual growth of its members (Noddings,
2001). Noddings (2013a) posited that educating for civic life focuses on people being
citizens of the world, not just a nation. As students experience patriotic rituals, they
should engage in critical thought about the history of these rituals, the meaning of
these rituals, and the psychological effects they cause (Noddings, 2013a). As one
examines their role in their communities, and the Earth, Noddings (2013a) focused on
caring for the environment and taking an integrated approach focused on ecological
cosmopolitanism, how interactions affect the health of the Earth. In schools, students
need to understand the implications of overconsumption and analyze the reasons for
their choices and decisions (Noddings, 2013a). They also need to focus on the wellbeing of Earth and its inhabitants their interconnected nature, and the need for
cooperation, collaboration, and critical analysis (Noddings, 2013a).

Aspects of Bolman and Deal’s (2013) structural frame and human resource frame were
also coded using a structured coding process to highlight the teachers’ perceptions of the
supports and barriers to the implementation of care. See Table 2 for a summary of a priori codes.
Table 2
A Priori Codes and Definitions: Structural and Human Resource Frames
Codes and definitions
Bolman and Deal’s structural and human resource frames
• Structural frame: Specialized roles, functions, and units to meet the organization’s
goals, strategies, technology, people and environment (Bolman & Deal, 2013)
• Human resource frame: The reciprocal relationship between people and the
organization (Bolman & Deal, 2013).

As the researcher studied the phenomenon of care and the perceptions of the supports
and/or barriers in its implementation, inductive coding emerged from transcripts, and the records
and documents reviewed. Descriptive coding was used to allow for the organization of this
information and allow for the emergence of themes from the participants (Saldaña, 2016). For
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example, additional coding related to specific instructional strategies utilized by teachers in the
implementation of care emerged from the analysis. Additionally, coding related to types of
structures and barriers that support the implementation of care surfaced.
Overall, the phenomenon of care was fully explored in the analysis of the various data
sources. The major purpose for the data analysis and coding was to engage in a process that
dissected and managed the complex data that emerged from the research study (LeCompte,
2000).
Ensuring Rigor
This study incorporated various methods to ensure a high level of rigor and
trustworthiness. The use of purposeful sampling, triangulation of data sources, reflexivity,
member checking, and double coding techniques supported the high level of rigor and
trustworthiness (Baxter & Jack, 2008).
More specifically, the study included teacher interviews, collection and analysis of
district and school records, and teacher documents to gain an understanding of the phenomenon
of care in the schools and the perceived supports and barriers in the implementation of care and
connecting to students. These sources individually have weaknesses but collectively strengthen
the study (Patton, 2002). Pilot interviews were conducted to ensure clarity of questioning and to
provide reflexivity (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). After the interviews, participants were given the
opportunity to debrief with the researcher through reviewing interview transcripts. This member
checking allowed the participants to clarify, elaborate, and/or explain their responses and actions
and provided contextual information to the researcher (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).
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Statement of Positionality
As a female practitioner and leader in the field of special education, the parent of a child
with disabilities, and an educator who believes in care and connecting with students, the
researcher’s biases might have emerged. In order to address concerns regarding researcher bias,
the researcher maintained a reflective journal throughout the study. The reflexive bracketing in
the journal throughout the research process served to identify, analyze, and address any biases
that might have arisen throughout the research process and affected the study (Ahern, 1999;
Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).
Ethical Considerations
To protect the identity of the participants and to ensure confidentiality, the researcher
kept audio recordings, curriculum documents, programs of study, and observation notes in a
locked cabinet at a secure location. A pseudonym was used for the name of the school and the
participants were coded with a number and pseudonym. The master list of participants,
pseudonyms, and code numbers were kept in a secure location in a locked cabinet. In addition,
the researcher saved all computer notes, recordings, and coding keys on an external hard drive.
Participants were allowed to withdraw at any time without having to disclose their reason to the
researcher.
Conclusion
In summary, the purpose of this study was to illuminate an understanding of teacher
perceptions of care, how they implement care and their perceptions of the supports and barriers
in the implementation of strategies that support care and connecting with students. A qualitative
phenomenological case study design was used with secondary special education teachers from a
high performing school district in New Jersey. The study included middle school and high school
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teachers who were purposely selected by their principal and/or supervisors as teachers who
demonstrate care. Data were collected through interviews and document analysis. Emergent
themes were identified to address the research questions. Chapter 4 is a presentation of the
findings of this study.
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CHAPTER 4
ANALYSIS OF THE DATA
The purpose of this study was to illuminate a deeper understanding of special education
teachers’ perceptions of care, how they connect with students, their perceptions of academic
success, and their perceptions of the supports that are needed to encourage and enhance the
caring relationship and connection between teachers and students, and their perceptions of the
barriers in the implementation of the care and connections with students in schools. The research
questions guiding this study were as follows:
1. What are the perceptions of special education teachers on how they exhibit care in
pull-out and inclusion classrooms?
a. What do special education teachers see as key factors that influence academic
success for students with disabilities?
2. What are the perceptions of special education teachers on the aspects of school
context that support and/or pose barriers to special education teachers exhibiting care
in pull-out and inclusion classrooms?
To answer these research questions, data were collected from three sources: interviews, district
documents, and a lesson plan submitted by the teacher. They were analyzed using a priori codes
and descriptive coding. Chapter 4 presents the key findings gleaned from the analyses. This
phenomenological case study was aimed to share the stories, beliefs, and thoughts of these
special education teachers in their secondary school context.
Participants
The phenomenological case study was concentrated on a midsize preschool to Grade 12
school district in central New Jersey. The district was selected because it was identified as a
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high-performing district according to the NJQSAC guidelines. These selection criteria were
chosen to gain an understanding of the organizational supports and barriers that influence care in
schools in a high-performing district. According to the NJDOE (2019) School Report Card, the
district has over 6,109 students, with 36% of the students identified by the district as
economically disadvantaged and 15% are students with disabilities and 5% of students are
English language learners. The district’s student-to-teacher ratio is 11:1 and the average teacher
years of experience is 10 years. The district’s student racial or ethnic demographic is listed as
follows: White–17%, Hispanic–39%, Black or African American–21%, and Asian–21%.
Participants for the study were identified by the administration of the district as
secondary special education teachers who were perceived as caring and connecting with their
students. Each participant has achieved tenure and scored highly effective in their evaluations.
These criteria were chosen because the study was focused on the exploration of special education
teachers’ best practices, stories, beliefs, and thoughts at the individual and organizational levels
about the phenomenon of care and teachers connecting with students. The principals and
supervisors of the secondary schools provided the researcher with names of teachers who met the
criteria for the study and participants were recruited via email, and once confirmed, sent consent
forms. Individualized 60–90-minute interviews were scheduled for a mutually convenient time
for the researcher and participant. Each participant had the opportunity to withdraw from the
study at any point.
The six participants of the study ranged from 6 to 15 years of teaching experience in
various special education settings. At the time of the study, each participant was assigned as a
teacher in a middle school or high school teaching special education students in a pull-out
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resource room and/or an in-class resource room setting in the district. Pseudonyms have been
used to maintain the confidentiality of the participants (see Table 3).
Table 3
Chart of Participants
Participant & gender

Years of experience

Level of instruction

Carmen: Female

10 years

High school: Math

Daisy: Female

12 years

High school: Science

Melina: Female

13 years

Middle school: ELA and supplemental reading

JP: Male

12 years

High school: Science and study skills

Andrew: Male

8 years

Middle school: Math

Paul: Male

6 years

High school: Social studies

Of the participants, three identified as male and three identified as female. Three participants
taught at the middle school level, while three taught at the high school level. Teachers taught
math, science, ELA, reading, study skills, and social studies during the 2020–2021 school year.
Data Collection and Analyses
The study involved a qualitative, phenomenological approach via the collection of data
through interviews and record and document analysis. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the
student population in the study, classroom observations were not possible; therefore, participants
were asked to provide a lesson plan that exemplified their beliefs about connecting with students.
Interview questions provided an opportunity for participants to reflect on the lesson and how it
exemplified caring and connecting with students. Material artifacts were collected from the
public domain to provide further context to study.
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Interviews, Teacher Lesson Plans, and Related Field Notes
This study involved a 60–90-minute interview with each participant. The interviews
allowed the researcher to enter the participant’s perspective (Patton, 2002) and gather descriptive
data in the participant’s own words so the researcher could develop insights as to how the
participants interpreted the subject of the study, the phenomenon of care (Bogdan & Biklen,
2007). The interview process involved engaging the researcher with the participant in questions
that elicited the “depth, detail, richness, and nuances” of the participant’s lived experiences
(Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 131). The semistructured interview with each participant allowed the
researcher to utilize standardized questions along with reacting to the responses of the
interviewee by reordering questions or asking follow-up, clarifying questions (Merriam, 1998).
The researcher asked questions such as: How do you define academic success for students with
disabilities? What are your beliefs on the key factors that influence special education students’
academic success? How do you describe the connection between you and your students? Talk
about a time that you gained the connection with a student. How would you describe your school
to someone who has not been in your school? How does the school define special education
students’ academic success? What are some ways the school supports students in reaching their
academic success? Interviews were conducted and recorded via Zoom, an online communication
platform. See the Appendix A for the interview protocol.
The audio was later transcribed using Rev.com to document the participants’ answers and
allow for further analysis. The transcriptions were then compared to the audio to ensure
accuracy. The researcher also collected fieldnotes during the interviews to note any reactions by
the interviewee as well as follow-up items or questions to discuss (Merriam, 1998). Finally, the
researcher took post-interview reflective notes that documented personal feelings and reactions
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to the interview and to begin to analyze the information (Glesne, 2006; Merriam, 1998). The
analysis of these notes highlighted the effects of the researcher’s personal experiences, thoughts,
and biases and provided an opportunity for the researcher to modify and adjust the research
findings as needed (Ahern, 1999).
Prior to interviewing the teachers, the researcher conducted pilot interviews with special
education teachers who were not part of the research study. This allowed the researcher to
determine clarity of questions, usefulness of information gathered, and additional questions to
include (Merriam, 1998). The pilot interviews were conducted utilizing a structured interview
process. The carefully-worded questions were arranged in advance in an intentional sequence in
order to minimize the variation in the questions posed to the interviewees (Patton, 2002). The
pilot interviews also allowed the researcher to practice interviewing, taking interview notes, and
analyzing transcripts (Patton, 2002). This process engaged the researcher in self-reflection and
improvement in the interview process (Merriam, 1998).
Each participant engaged in a semistructured, in-depth interview during June and July
2021. The interviews focused on each teacher’s perceptions, thoughts, beliefs, and feelings to
discover, capture, present, and preserve the stories of those studied (Patton, 2002). The
interviews were conducted and recorded via Zoom, transcribed using Rev.com, and analyzed
manually. Each word, sentence, and paragraph was analyzed and coded using structured and
descriptive coding methods. The context of the timing of the interviews is important because it
was the end of the first school year impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. During the 2020–
2021 school year, teachers were forced to immediately change their practices to teach in the
virtual realm and quickly determine ways to connect and to get to know students virtually that
they had never met in person.
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Material Artifacts
The researcher analyzed public records and teachers’ documents to further understand the
context of the district, school, and classrooms studied. These documents and records included a
review of the school district and schools’ websites, courses of study, parent-student handbooks,
NJDOE School Report Card information, published test scores, and the Middle States SelfAssessment results. The district and school documents were collected from information available
in the public domain via the NJDOE websites, the district website, and the schools’ websites.
These district and school records were reviewed to understand the context of the schools as
communicated to the public (Hodder, 2012). The researcher also collected a teacher-developed
and selected lesson plan from each participant that they felt exemplified how they connect with
students. The lesson plan examples and the teachers’ reflections expanded the school’s context
and determined if similarities and differences emerged between and among documents and
interviewers’ responses. Together, these artifacts also provided foundational information about
the school district and the schools studied, which is important because these factors are the
context in which the teacher participants interact with students. These documents were later
reviewed and analyzed. They were coded using structured and descriptive coding methods.
Analysis of Interviews and Teacher-Provided Lesson Plans
The interviews were analyzed using deductive and inductive reasoning to explore the
phenomenon of care, how teachers exhibit care, their perceptions of care and academic success,
and teachers’ perceptions of the schools’ contexts that support and/or pose barriers to connecting
with students. The first coding cycle utilized the following a priori codes, drawn from the study’s
theoretical framework and literature review in relation to the research questions. The a priori
codes focused on the aspects of care: goals of education; Noddings’s life domains of home and
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personal life, occupational life, and civic life; relationship building, including engrossment,
motivational displacement, modeling, dialogue, practice, confirmation; organizational theory,
structural frame and human resource frame; curriculum decisions, and instructional practices.
However, as Merriman (1998) shared, “There is some danger in using borrowed
classification schemes” (p. 183) because utilizing a predetermined category may hinder the
generation of new categories that emerge from the data. The use of descriptive categories that
emerged from the study allowed for the voices of the participants to be heard and richness of
data to emerge from the study (Merriman, 1998). With this in mind, the researcher conducted a
second round of analysis utilizing descriptive codes, an inductive system of coding. The themes
that emerged connected to the a priori codes, but as the teachers’ own words and thoughts that
expanded on care and connecting with students in practice. These themes included the goals of
education are multifaceted; teachers perceive care through their instructional decisions; teachers
perceive care as interactive and relational; organizational supports for teachers to connect with
students; and organizational barriers that hinder teachers connecting with students. Table 4
highlights sample codes and excerpts of data that emerged.
Table 4
Emergent Patterns Drawn From Analysis of Semistructured Interviews
Goals of education
“I think especially with everything that’s happened in the past year and a half, I think not
only academic, but I think their social and emotional success is a priority as well.
Especially for, like, special ed students.”
“I think that we’re giving them opportunities to practice having academic success and
showing them what they need to do to have in a future path.”
“To me, I think it’s more about helping students become functional adults when they
leave one day.”
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Goals of education
“I think before you can set their goal of academic success, you have to teach them to
believe in themselves and think that they can do the work.”
Relationship-building
“I think that you need to have that connection to have success. If there’s no connection . .
. they’re not going to achieve as much as they can.”
“I think it’s really important to connect with students. Some students have the internal
motivation, but a lot of students need to make a connection with someone.”
“So, it’s important to have that relationship with them because they’ll shut down . . .
letting them know that I care . . . and we want them to be successful and just giving
different approaches to things and letting them know, even if they don’t do well on a
certain concept or topic, that it doesn’t define them and giving them opportunities to
learn.”
“Making the connection, you need to make them feel safe and secure and be willing to
take the risks in the classroom. And if you don’t provide that groundwork for them, it’s
going to be hard for them to take a leap of faith and try something out.”
Instructional practices
“The kids need to . . . know what’s going to be the daily schedule of the class. They know
that when they come in, there’s going to be a do now. And they’re going to work on that
for a little bit. And then they know that we’re going to do a mini lesson on whatever it is
that we’re learning that day, and then they’ll practice it. So, routines are big too. I think
that helps them be successful because they know what to expect.”
“I read a problem. Then I would say, okay, so what do we know based off of this
problem? And I would have [them] tell that, then we’re highlighting it. Then just say,
‘What is it? What is it asking us? What do we want to know?’. . . . Leading me towards
saying we have a variable. Remember how we had X or whatever other variable that we
were using. And then we have to find what that is. That’s what’s missing. And I . . . use
the word of being like a detective . . . you have to work backwards. You’re working,
you’re working step backwards to figure something out.”
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Instructional practices
“Since writing is a process, we start off small. We start off with, like, brainstorming and
then, we build from there. So then, we talk about it. We conference all the time. I meet,
especially virtually we would do breakout rooms, but in person, we’re constantly meeting
with kids one-on-one to really look at what you have.”
Organizational Theory (Structural Frame)
“If a student doesn’t do well . . . I’m going to take this question off or I’m going to
modify . . . whatever the modification. . . . She would never question me with anything.
She’s always like ‘I support you 100%, whatever you need.’”
“We . . . have the PLC, which is the whole eighth grade (language arts) team, because . . .
we’re doing the same kind of lessons. So, we plan as one big group first, and we do a
skeleton plan of what we’re going to do.”
Organizational Theory (Human Resource Frame) Barriers
“And I loved working with the kids, and . . . you know what, maybe I should do teaching
. . . Maybe I should try it.”
“I wasn’t a school person . . . I didn’t know what it meant to study . . . I didn’t know what
it meant to discipline yourself academically . . . in high school I actually had a really
rough time. I was held back a grade. I just was not a good student at all; drove my mom
up a wall. So, those experiences, although they were painful for me and her at the time, I
find them to be a major part of who I am today as a person . . . maybe even more
importantly as a teacher.”
“So, I think that the department, in particular my supervisor, she’s really loaded the
department up with a lot of teachers who are really kind of compassionate and make
really good connections with students. I would say generally speaking, the overall school
does the same thing.”

The structured and descriptive coding of the interviews and teacher-provided lesson plans
illuminated their perceptions on the phenomenon of care. An analysis of the interviews yielded
the following themes: teachers perceive the goals of education as multifaceted; teachers perceive
care as interactive and relational; teachers perceive care through their instructional decisions, and
the importance of technology during the COVID-19 pandemic. The next section provides a
description of the themes that emerged.
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Findings from Interviews and Lesson Plans
The first research questions asked what the perceptions of special education teachers are
on how they exhibit care in pull-out and inclusion classrooms and what their perceptions are on
academic success for students with disabilities. Four major themes that answer these questions
emerged from analyses: (a) teachers perceive the goals of academic success as multifaceted; (b)
teachers perceive care as interactive and relational; (c) teachers perceive care through their
instructional decisions, and (d) the importance of technology during the COVID-19 pandemic.
These themes are elaborated upon in this section. Additionally, the second research question
asked about supports and barriers to teachers demonstrating care and connecting with students.
Those findings are also presented in this section.
Teachers Perceive Academic Success as Multifaceted
The teachers in the study described their beliefs on the academic success through the
theme of academic success for students with disabilities as multifaceted. As the participants
described their beliefs, the key factors that influence academic success emerged. Through the
analysis of the interviews, it was clear that the key factors influencing academic success were
also the actions that teachers shared regarding how they demonstrate care and connect with
students with disabilities. Those factors will be explored further in the study. An exploration of
academic success as multifaceted connected with their beliefs about demonstrating care and
connecting with students. To begin, four participants concentrated on individual students
achieving and exceeding their personal goals. For example, Carmen highlighted this belief:
I think especially, with everything that’s happened in the past year and a half, I think
[academic success is] not only academic, but I think their [IEP] goals and emotional
success is . . . a priority as well. . . . [Students with disabilities] might have more
relationship goals and need development [goals]. . . . In a public school, academics is
important . .. but it’s not the whole picture.
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As JP explored academic success for students with disabilities, he highlighted the importance of
establishing a foundation where students have self-confidence to complete the tasks assigned:
I think before you set their goal of academic success, you have to teach them to believe in
themselves and think they can do the work. The main goal shouldn’t be earning an A or a
B or a certain grade in a class. It should be learning how to use the material to help you,
like how to take notes to help you for a test, because that’s something you can apply later
in life.
Carmen, JP, Melina, and Paul provided examples of how academic success is individualized for
students with disabilities and focused on growth over time. Paul honed in on the importance of
academic success being individualized by using “one size does not fit all.”
Participants also detailed the importance of students preparing for occupational life. The
teachers shared the significance of students gaining an academic foundation so they can pass
classes, graduate, work, make a living, and engage in social conversations. Melina stressed the
importance of students having life skills to be successful in life:
I think it’s more about helping students become functional adults when they leave some
day. . . . Yes, you want them to be successful, but at the end of the day, I want to know
that when my kids are done with schooling . . . when they go out into the real world and
try to find a job, try to get a home, that they’ll be able to do that. . . . They’ll have the
tools to be successful with whatever they’re trying to accomplish. And that they’re just
good and kind people. . . . So yeah, I want them to, of course, grow academically and
learn the things they’re supposed to learn. But to me, it’s more important that we give
them the life skills, that they’re getting skills to be able to function when they leave us
one day.
Similarly, participants also saw the importance of students being active citizens in society with
strong life skills, work ethic, and work habits. Andrew described the importance of life skills and
students preparing in school for life after high school and college. He detailed the significance of
being responsible, knowing how to work with others, and knowing how to be responsible
citizens who represent themselves well. Andrew also shared the importance of students having
specific qualities such as responsibility and motivation:
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I would say . . . for a lot of them to be successful in a lot of ways, you have to motivated.
So, it’s trying to come up with ways to get them motivated. Then they kind of develop
that responsibility or work ethic. So, I think they go hand-in-hand.
Four participants believed academic success goes beyond the classroom and extends to their
personal, professional, and civic lives as maturing adults.
Through the experiences shared by the participants, the descriptive coding yielded their
perceptions of the goals of education as the process of learning and the outcomes as a result of
having learned or having experienced schooling. As they described the experience of learning for
students with disabilities, they focused on understanding the needs of individual students as the
foundation of the goal of education. In other words, the student’s personal profiles, needs, and/or
goals set the stage for the goals that are achieved after graduation.
There were 18 statements that emerged under the theme of outcomes of education, which
were divided into three subthemes. The first sub-theme focused on individual, personal qualities
with seven coded statements. Participants believed students are expected to develop beyond
academics and be adaptable; they should be responsible, motivated, and present themselves well.
Within the outcomes of education, a second subtheme emerged as demonstratable outcomes and
10 statements were coded in this subtheme. Participants believed that students should achieve
and exceed their goals. They should also pass classes, graduate, make a living, have a home, and
be citizens in society. Participants also believed the outcomes of education are process-oriented
with12 coded statements emerging related to this third subtheme. In other words, by students
experiencing the learning process, they will learn the skills, demonstrate them, and experience
growth over time. This process is further detailed in the next two themes. In summary, this theme
illuminates how teachers believe academic success is multifaceted and encompass the goals as
learned through the process of experiencing school and the end result after having been educated.
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The outcomes of education are based on having strong personal qualities that will prepare
students for strong personal, professional, and civic lives.
Teachers Perceive Care as Interactive and Relational
Collectively, the participants believed that proactive, meaningful, and strategic
connections with students with disabilities over a period of time leads to academic success.
Every participant believed connecting with students is a major factor in students attaining
academic success. Participants expressed the importance of connecting with students because
some students need a reason to do the work in which they may not have previously succeeded
and/or have had a negative experience. JP expressed, “I think that you need to have that
connection to have success. If there’s no real connection, they’re not going to achieve as much as
they can.” The participants believe this buy-in helps students become willing participants in the
learning process and overcome their own preconceived negative emotions. Carmen explained
that students in her algebra class generally have a history of struggling in math and establishing
the relationship with students allows them to grow and learn:
So, it’s important to have that relationship with them because they’ll shut down . . .
letting them know that I care . . . and we want them to be successful and just giving
different approaches to things and letting them know, even if they don’t do well on a
certain concept or topic, that it doesn’t define them and giving them opportunities to learn
and . . . let[ting] them know that it’s ok to make mistakes because that’s how we all grow
and learn.
The consensus from the participants was that students need to experience a connection with
teachers in order to build a trusting relationship that is consistently and constantly developed,
supported, and nurtured. Melina explained,
Making the connection, you need to make them feel safe and secure and be willing to
take the risks in the classroom. And if you don’t provide that groundwork for them, it’s
going to be hard for them to take a leap of faith and try something out. . . . You have to
establish connections, and you have to know what they like because if you learn about
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them and what they like and what they’re strong at, like their strengths, they can identify
their strengths to you. I use it to my advantage all the time.
In other words, participants believe students overcome their personal barriers to academic
success in the classroom when they have meaningful connections with their teachers.
The participants believed the thoughtful, meaningful process of connecting with students
involves engaging in one-on-one, small group, and whole group discussions and/or activities that
allow teachers the time to elicit students’ interests, thoughts, motivations, and barriers to their
own learning. These conversations and/or activities focus on positive exchanges, paying
attention to what is and is not said, and collecting the information to utilize it in the future. Most
importantly, this process takes time and consistent positive reinforcement. Melina expressed it
when she said:
I look at the clothes they wear . . . especially for virtual learning, what were their icons?
If I don’t know what it is, I’ll look it up . . . I do a little research. I just watch and observe
and observe and listen to what they say or what their responses are. We do a lot of
activities. Like what do you like? What are your favorite movies? What are your favorite
songs? I’ll make notes in a notebook and write it down. And if I could find one thing that,
I know that they like, then that’s the one thing I’ll use for the rest of the year. . . . And
then, I’ll use that as the connection tool for whatever we’re learning for the rest of the
year.
Therefore, meaningful exchanges, observations, and strategic activities provide teachers with
information to connect with students and connect the students to the learning.
Paramount to connecting with students is the engagement of the teacher with the student.
The participants shared the importance of building a long-term relationship with the students
over time and the need to extend their interactions, communications, and connections into the
personal realm, not just the academic realm. This process involves listening to students, showing
care, and understanding students’ needs. The participants believed that when students have this
connection, they feel safe and secure and are willing to take risks. Furthermore, participants
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described this connection leading to academic success. Melina also underscored the importance
of teaching a student over time:
I think there’s something to be said about having a kid more than once. . . . So, like, the
boy who I have that’s one-to-one, this is my second year with him, and I’m going to have
him again next year. So, I’m going to have him for 3 years. I know this kid really well; I
know what his triggers are, and so I use it all. I know what activities he gets excited
about, what he hates doing . . . that completely informs my lesson plans because I’m
gearing it towards him.
Carmen also shared the importance of building a strong relationship and how it leads to a
student’s motivation to do well:
When you connect with them, they kind of have that motivation to do well. They want to
do well for you. They don’t want to disappoint you. When you make the connection with
them, they’re honest and more open . . . even if they didn’t do an assignment or
something. I feel they like they’re more like, “I just didn’t get around to it”’ instead of
make-up excuses.
As evidenced above, participants affirmed that student-teacher relationships, built over time,
allow for a connection between the two that participants believed increased student motivation to
do well academically.
Beyond the teacher-to-student relationship, the participants believed students need to
connect with members of the school community—their peers and other staff members. Again,
teachers shared the importance of implementing meaningful activities to engage students in this
process. According to JP,
The first week of school, the kids go on a scavenger hunt throughout the building where
they have to meet certain people, and they have a bingo card of who they have to meet.
Like it might be the principal. It might be the assistant principal. It could be a case
manager. And each kid’s card is, they think, totally random, but it’s really designed for
them to say these are the people that you need to find within their offices and you need to
meet them. And then they have to sign off that they were there.
In order to foster the connection between students, the freshmen students are paired up with a
junior or senior so they can show them around without getting lost. Therefore, the activity allows
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students to meet key staff members and the strategic assignment of partners allows the students
to connect with one another.
This finding illuminates how teachers believed interactive, relational connections lead to
students’ academic success. These interactions need to be strategic, proactive, and meaningful
because they establish the opportunity for students to connect the difficult content with what they
like. They also embody a connection between the teacher and student and the student and the
school’s community members.
Teachers Perceive Care Through their Instructional Practices
The participants perceived making strategic instructional decisions to make the
connections with students leads to academic success. They identified the following strategic
instructional practices that supported their connecting with students: establishing and
communicating clear, high expectations; individualizing and connecting students to learning
activities; and, utilizing instructional best practices.
First, participants shared the importance of holding students to high expectations and
communicating them to students clearly and consistently. They believe the consistency allows
students to build trust with the teachers and allows them to feel comfortable and supported.
Additionally, teachers shared the importance of communicating the expectations. Melina
highlighted the importance of this belief:
The kids need to . . . know what’s going to be the daily schedule of the class. They know
that when they come in, there’s going to be a do now. And they’re going to work on that
for a little bit. And then they know that we’re going to do a mini lesson on whatever it is
that we’re learning that day, and then they’ll practice it. So, routines are big too. I think
that helps them be successful because they know what to expect. . . . And also, when you
tell them what we’re doing, like the objective for the day. This is our goal; this is what
we’re working towards. So, that way they know by the end of the lesson, that’s what they
should be learning or that’s what they should get from this.
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This consistency allows teachers to involve students in animated, high-interest lessons, and the
predictability allows students to feel comfortable in the classroom setting.
Second, throughout the interviews, it was evident that teachers focused on the individual
students. To connect individual students to instruction, teachers included student names in word
problems, infused student interests into math problems, individualized instruction to meet their
needs, assisted students to complete their work, and accommodated instruction to meet students’
needs during virtual instruction. Andrew shared that he used Mario Kart in his sample math
problems to engage a few of the students in his class. Another time, he utilized the students’ love
for the Los Angeles Lakers and basketball player, Alex Caruso, in his lessons because the
students were so obsessed with him that it became a fun joke in the class.
Third, as the teachers expressed their beliefs about instruction, they focused on engaging
students as active learners. To do this, teachers’ beliefs and stories about the use of best practices
in strategic instructional decision making emerged. They highlighted modeling learning, guided
and independent practice, the use of questioning techniques and gaining an understanding of
students’ perspectives, misconceptions, mistakes and thinking, the use of technology, and
various best practices as important in the process.
When teachers described their instructional decisions, they stressed the importance of
modeling learning for students through structured learning activities to scaffold instruction and
model problem solving. This then leads to guided and independent practice. Andrew shared how
he scaffolds and models solving multistep equations by starting with one-step equations and
moving on to two-step and three-step equations, each time modeling for students how to identify
key mathematical terms to determine the mathematical operation. He explained the process of
asking questions and confirming responses:
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I read a problem. Then I would say, okay, so what do we know based off of this problem?
And I would have [them] tell me that then we’re highlighting it. Then just say, “What is
it? What is it asking us? What do we want to know?”. . . . Leading me towards saying we
have a variable. Remember how we had X or whatever other variable that we were using.
And then we have to find what that is. That's what’s missing. And I . . . use the word of
being like a detective . . . you have to work backwards. You’re working . . . you’re
working step backwards to figure something out.
This use of the modeling as a best practice emerged from the participants as an important
strategy to actively engage students in learning.
Teachers also utilized guided and independent practice as an instructional tool. Guided
practice involved students working in small groups to engage in discussions so students could
seek help from the teacher and one another. Independent practice allowed for the analysis of
mistakes to guide student metacognition (i.e., share their thinking behind their thinking and
responses). The teachers believed this allows for misconceptions to emerge, be discussed, and be
corrected. The teachers also utilized best practices from reader’s and writer’s workshops in their
instructional practice. Melina explained,
Since writing is a process, we start off small. We start off with, like, brainstorming and
then we build from there. So then, we talk about it. We conference all the time. I meet,
especially virtually, we would do breakout rooms, but in person, we’re constantly
meeting with kids one-on-one to really look at what you have.
Melina further explained the questions she poses during the conferencing: “Here’s your
brainstorming ideas that you have. How are we going to build on that?” During the conferences,
the teachers actively analyze student work to identify areas of growth, engage students in the
active process of learning through questioning, and improve their work after the conference.
The process of conferencing with students then leads to identifying patterns of students’
weaknesses. Melina provided the example of seeing that a group of students were disorganized
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in their writing and that sharing the use of a graphic organizer with the students allowed for more
structure in their writing. The students received an example and completed activities using the
graphic organizer, after which they used the graphic organizer in their writing. She then
conferred with each student individually. If the student was not able to use the strategy, she
utilized a different strategy. Melina also provided the strategy she uses when students struggle to
generate ideas:
I have story cards with pictures, and the pack that I have has a character, a problem, and
shows a solution and a setting. And I’ll have the kids look at the different pictures and
then they get inspired by that. And that starts the idea building.
Melina’s use of scaffolding is another example of a best practice utilized to engage students in
learning.
During the interviews, teachers shared the importance of engaging students in thoughtprovoking questions, problem solving opportunities through high interest lessons, and
continuously monitoring and adjusting instruction. Daisy highlighted the importance of paying
attention to individual student’s needs and how they react to instructional directions in the
classroom:
We were doing a project and they needed to pick a topic or a product to research in
chemistry. I thought some of the students were not getting started and rather than say
“Why haven’t you started?” or “You need to get this done,” I found out a lot of them
didn’t know where to check . . . there’s just a lot of different options and that can be
overwhelming, so I narrowed it down.
Through monitoring, Daisy was able to identify the problem. Adjusting the instruction then led
to students completing the assignment.
Teachers also identified the importance of students learning skills to self-manage their
learning by practicing good habits and giving time for students to identify, monitor, and achieve
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goals, and understand how their decisions impact learning. JP explained how he does this in his
classroom:
Something that we do is we set goals at the beginning of the school year saying, what is
our goal? And now we do it with the SMART goal. How are you going to achieve it?
What specifically are you going to do? Is it relatable? Is it really possible? And have
them set those personal goals and have them achieve them? Because for some students, a
goal might be to earn all Bs. For another student, their goal could be to get all their
homework assignments done. Everyone’s success is going to be different, especially in
special ed.
JP demonstrated the connection of individualizing goals with students so they are part of
establishing and monitoring their own progress.
The participants’ choices of instructional practices demonstrated the strategic decisionmaking they utilize to connect with students. These strategic decisions involved establishing and
communicating expectations, individualization and connecting to learning, and utilizing best
practices and technology. Students’ independence, or self-management of learning, was also
important to the participants.
The Importance of Technology and the COVID-19 Pandemic
The context of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic during the 2020–2021 school year
emerged as another theme or context to the study. Teachers were faced with implementing
virtual instruction during a good portion of the school year for students whom they had never
met. Teachers utilized technology in new ways to connect with students and demonstrate that
learning could continue. They utilized the technology available to make lessons interesting,
allow for anonymous responses, meet individually with students, provide nonthreatening ways
for students to show their thinking and work products, and support individual students during
one-to-one virtual sessions. The adjustment of the school schedule also allowed the teachers to
have common time outside of class time to meet during lunch, after school, or during activity
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periods to connect with students and provide individualized assistance. Daisy explained the
importance of using two Google Meets in the same classroom.
I . . . had a separate [Google] Meet that students could go into, or I could ask students to
go into to ask them a little bit more about what they were thinking. So, we had the main .
. . full class, and then I’d have this smaller Meet on my other computer. And students
would either come in or I’d ask them to come in and get a little bit more detail about what
they’re thinking. Because when you see that an assignment just isn’t started on Google
Classroom, there’s a lot of different reasons that could be happening. Maybe they walked
away, maybe they don’t know what to do. . . . So getting them in a smaller conversation, I
can see . . . what they need . . . to hear directions or just walk them through the first one
or something like that, and then they can get anything from there. And then once in a
while, we would have ended up just with a few kids coming in and have a small group in
there. So, a lot of them, even if they had a question, they weren’t going to say it on the
meet with 25 people. It just feels intimidating.
Andrew discussed the impact Pair Deck had on his instruction. He wanted to “switch things up”
for the students, so he created 5- to 8-minute Friday trivia games using Pair Deck. His
excitement about it showed:
You’re in the grind of, of doing this, and we’re doing the same thing. I’m like, all right,
let me try to switch something up. So, I call it Friday trivia. So, I would always, always
have a couple of questions on Friday. So, for whatever the last 5, 6, 7, 8 minutes of class,
whatever it was, I would have trivia questions and I would do it through Pair Deck.
Andrew explained Pair Deck as an add-on to Google Chrome:
I’m telling you, this is the greatest thing I did. I did not use this before this year, and I am
the biggest fan of Pair Deck now. So, the cool thing about Pair Deck is when I’m doing
the slides, right? You have the ability where the kids can draw on the slides on a
slideshow. I can see what they’re doing. So, for these word problems, I was like, okay, I
want you guys to highlight . . . the important numbers, the important stuff that we need . .
. I can see the whole class at the same time.
He was then immediately able to monitor and adjust instruction in the moment. Daisy also
expressed the value of Pair Deck:
They [the students] can give their answers to questions anonymously, and I can show the
answers . . . sometimes it’s multiple choice or it could be drawing pictures . . . I can show
their work and what they’re thinking without it being connected to their names. So, they
would be more willing to take risks and make mistakes.
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In another example Daisy also used Jam Board for students to create post-it notes to share their
answers. She then used the answers to engage in a discussion with the students about the topic.
For example, she asked, “What do you think this group of people was thinking that was
confusing for them?” Again, the technology afforded a risk-taking environment free of
embarrassment for the students. In another example, Melina utilized Securely, a computer
monitoring system where teachers can see what students are viewing. She utilized it to keep track
of their interests.
So, I had this boy, and I used it [Securely] to my advantage. I noticed that he would go
read Archie comics and that’s what he was doing instead of listening to the lesson. . . . So
when it came time to write stuff, I always brought it to Archie because I know that that’s
what was distracting him in class.
All these examples provide evidence that during the COVID-19 pandemic, the use of technology
allowed teachers to connect with students through individual and small group Google Meets.
Additionally, the technology supported a nonthreatening, risk-taking environment for the
students by allowing them to share responses anonymously.
Organizational Supports for Care
As the participants moved from sharing their personal beliefs and experiences to
discussing their school, their beliefs about the organizational supports and barriers that influence
teachers demonstrating care and connecting with students with disabilities became clear. The
following beliefs about organizational supports and barriers surfaced through the analysis of the
interviews. Personal beliefs and experiences established the foundation for connecting with
students, the relationship with between coteachers, professional development, structures during
the COVID-19 pandemic, strategic administrative decisions and processes, and student programs
influence teachers connecting with students.
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The participants were selected by their administrators because they perceived these
teachers as caring and connecting with students. As the teachers shared their personal
biographies with the researcher, their personal beliefs and past experiences surfaced as the
foundation for connecting with students. This human resource frame element demonstrates their
belief system and influences teachers connecting with students.
For example, Melina graduated with a degree in English literature. Out of college, she
participated in a specialized teaching program in which participants give a year of service
supporting education in underserved areas. Here she implemented social-emotional programs for
students in an urban area after school, during holiday breaks, and during the summer. She
implemented games and activities and provided homework help. She stated:
So, I did that for a year because I was just trying to figure stuff out, and I really loved it.
And I loved working with the kids, and . . . I thought you know what, maybe I should do
teaching. . . . Maybe I should try it.
From there she secured a position as a teacher’s assistant in a school for students with
disabilities. Simultaneously, she attended a teacher-certification program. Next, she began
teaching ELA in a middle school special education setting. Special education teaching resonated
for her because as a child she participated in special education programs due to her own
disability. As Melina explained,
I had great teachers. I had to do . . . resource room for language arts and math. And they
were able to catch me up. I did a lot of speech therapy. That was what helped me the
most. . . . I did really well in high school, like high honor roll and went to college, the
whole 9 yards. So, I always thought about that experience because it really shaped who I
was.
Melina went on to explain that she understood what it is like to have learning difficulties, so she
wanted to help students who also have them.
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As an undergraduate, Paul majored in business. He did not experience academic success,
so he decided to wait to pursue his studies until his late 20s. He always loved working at a day
care center when he was in high school, so he decided to secure a history degree then participate
in a teaching program, while serving as an adjunct professor at a local community college, which
he continues to do today. Paul decided to be a special education teacher because he was a special
education student who struggled a great deal:
I wasn’t a school person . . . I didn’t know what it meant to study. . . . I didn’t know what
it meant to discipline yourself academically. . . . In high school, I actually had a really
rough time. I was held back a grade. I just was not a good student at all, drove my mom
up a wall. So, those experiences, although they were painful for me and her at the time, I
find them to be a major part of who I am today as a person . . . maybe even more
importantly as a teacher.
Paul explained that his beliefs about teaching derived from times he served as a substitute oneto-one aide for a student who struggled to manage his behaviors in the general education setting.
He noticed how the teachers’ approaches impacted the student’s behavior. Some teachers would
approach the student and the interaction would create tension between the teacher and the
student. In other classes, the teacher would have a good rapport with the student, and he would
complete the work. Paul shared that seeing the student in different settings and how the
connection to the teacher impacted the student’s behavior and work completion made him realize
that the most important goal was to build a connection with the student because once that
connection is established, then the teacher can work on motivating the student to complete any
work.
In another example, Carmen explained that the goal of education is not just academic
success, but students’ social and emotional success as well. This was highlighted for her while
teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. She believed academic success depends on the
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individual students’ needs and is driven by each student’s IEP. For Carmen, it is imperative that
teachers understand the special education population, their needs, and how to modify and
accommodate them. She emphasized that all teachers need to understand the needs of students
with disabilities. As shared by Melina, Paul, Andrew, and Carmen, their beliefs and past
experiences shaped the importance of their views in connecting with students and set the
foundation for their instructional practices.
As the analysis of the participants’ responses continued, the relationship between the
special education teacher and general education teacher emerged as a structural support that
enhances the connection between teachers and students. The relationship between the two
professionals exemplifies a positive model for students to emulate. Additionally, the importance
of this relationship emerged as one full of trust, respect, and mutual belief in doing what is
needed for students to succeed. A highlight of this professional relationship is the use of
instructional strategies shared by the special education teacher in the general education setting.
Carmen shared an example of the trusting relationship with her coteacher: “If a student doesn’t
do well . . . I’m going to take this question off or I’m going to modify . . . whatever the
modification . . . She would never question me with anything. She’s always like, ‘I support you
100%, whatever you need.’” In another example, JP has worked with various team teachers and
found that students benefit most when instruction is evenly shared between the teachers. He
believed this even division of teaching responsibilities serves as a positive role model for the
students because it demonstrates a positive relationship between two working adults.
Carmen further explained that she plans with her coteacher consistently. They have been
together for a few years, and this has led to the sense of freedom she feels to do what students
need without fear of making her coteacher angry. Her coteacher’s instructional strategies have
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also changed over time. Carmen explained that now all students are given guided notes, not just
the students with IEPs. The coteacher has also scaffolded instruction for her honors level classes,
something she learned from her special education colleague. Carmen highlighted that developing
this relationship took time and they both benefited from their collaborations.
The professional relationship among teachers also emerged from the participants’ comments
as they shared their connection between and among coteachers in their professional learning
community (PLC) time and/or planning time. Carmen explained the process of team planning
during PLC time and later collaborating with her coteacher to modify and adjust the lesson for
their in-class resource classes:
We . . . have the PLC, which is the whole eighth grade (language arts) team, because . . .
we’re doing the same kind of lessons. So, we plan as one big group first, and we do a
skeleton plan of what we’re going to do. Okay. We’re going to write this modern-day
myth. We’ll spend this day brainstorming, this day comparing and contrasting, this day
organizing it. And so, we map out skeleton-wise, what are the activities we want to do.
And so that they eventually lead up to the final paper. That’s the goal. So that’s what we
do first. And then, my coteacher and I, we meet just the two of us afterwards. And then
we look at what the skeleton plan is. And then we talk about, okay, how are we going to
make it for our classroom?
Together, the PLC decides on the daily lesson plan topics and activities to complete the final
task. However, the coteachers then collaborate to ensure the lessons meet the needs of the
students. Similarly, Daisy explained she and her coteacher bring their experiences together prior
to implementing lessons to share different approaches to implement the lesson. Then, after the
lesson, they reflect on it together to make improvements for the next lesson.
Carmen also explained the collaborative process through the exchanges between the
coteacher and her. Examples of trust and mutual respect emerged. The exchange demonstrated a
level of reciprocal care that supports a strong focus on meeting the needs of students in the
classroom and models a caring relationship for students to emulate. She said,
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Because we have to modify it based on the kids that we have. So, we’ll talk about [it].
We’ll make sure that the graphic organizer [is broken] down into parts. Sometimes I’ll
put sentence stems on things for kids, and we do it for all kids. . . . We don’t single out
the IEP kids because they could all use it. We just break it down even more. And then
we’ll make worksheets together, and we plan it together. And we just sit there and talk
about it. And then, we’ll have conversations like, oh, I know so-and-so really likes to do
cheerleading. So maybe if . . .she’s having a hard time, maybe talk to her about it. We
just constantly communicate, even during class . . . we’ll look around, oh, that kid is
really struggling. Do you know anything, like something he likes or . . . do you want to
help him out? Or should I help him out? We’ll just talk about things that we know. Oh,
you know, he really likes Archie. So why don’t you do something with him? Or that kid
really loves to make videos, like YouTube videos. Okay. Maybe we can figure something
else out with that. So, for me and my coteacher, it’s the constant communication.
In addition to the emergence of the relationship between the two teachers, Carmen highlighted
the shared belief of both coteachers on ensuring student success by connecting teachers to
students and the content. Trust was further highlighted when Melina explained that she builds
trust with her coteacher by observing not only the students, but also her coteacher. By watching
her tendencies, Melina can build off them, make connections to them, ask questions, and make
suggestions. She felt that this process enhances their collaboration. In summary, the participants
believed the relationship between the two teachers supports and enhances the connection
between teachers and students because it serves as a model of clear communication, mutual trust,
and respect.
The participants also shared the importance of the professional development
opportunities as a structural support for teachers connecting with students. The district has
provided professional development on coteaching models, understanding special education
student needs, and how to modify and accommodate instruction to meet students’ needs. The
middle school also has built in PLC time that allows for scheduled collaborative time between
and among teachers. These opportunities provided a foundation for coteachers to understand the
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various coteaching models, roles and responsibilities of each teacher in the class to meet the
needs of students, and to intentionally design instruction to meet students’ needs.
Another structural support emerged in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The
schools in the district adjusted their schedules and utilized technology in new ways. These
adjustments served as supports to implementing care in the schools and teachers connecting with
students. The participants utilized technology to provide instruction for students, implement
interactive games, and elicit student responses and interests. Programs like Pair Deck and
Securely were used by teachers to connect with students because they could provide learning
opportunities using anonymous risk-taking spaces. Although Securely is a program to monitor
the appropriateness of students’ technology usage, it also allowed the teachers to monitor student
usage to realize their viewing patterns and identify student interests. Additionally, the school
updated the schedule to allow for an activity session and unit lunch. The students could schedule
time to meet with teachers during those times. Daisy shared, “If you could tell us who was
struggling with something or needed to finish something, you say, ‘Hey, meet me during the
activity session.’ And I was able to connect with a few students.” This common time ensured all
teachers and students were available for support and intervention. The meeting time could be
initiated by teachers and/or students. In cotaught classes, teachers also utilized two Google
Meets—the whole class Meet and the small group Meet—to allow students a smaller space to
share their questions and receive more individualized support.
An additional structure that supports special education teachers demonstrating care and
connecting with students with disabilities is the strategic decision-making by the administrative
staff. According to the participants, the administrative team believes in connecting with students
and has hired teachers who share the same belief system. To support teachers connecting with
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students, they assign students to specific teachers during freshman orientation, as well as
schedule articulation meetings and PLC time for teachers to share information about students and
engage in professional learning together. Structurally, each student’s case manager is also key in
ensuring teachers are supported in connecting with students. Paul described the importance of the
administrator’s beliefs in teachers connecting with students. He explained that the school had a
change in leadership and the new leadership believes in teachers connecting with students. This
can be felt throughout the school because it has a warmer atmosphere. Additionally, it can be
seen in the administrator’s hiring practices. Paul explained,
So, I think that the department, in particular my supervisor, she’s really loaded the
department up with a lot of teachers who are really kind of compassionate and make
really good connections with students. I would say, generally speaking, the overall school
does the same thing.
The schools have also made a concerted effort to support the transition between eighth and ninth
grades. Understanding the importance of a positive transition, the administrative team makes
intentional connections between teachers and students. For example, JP shared how their case
manager and supervisor will assign specific students to special education teachers so that the
student has an immediate “known” person to go to when school starts:
I do know that when we have freshmen orientation in person . . . [the supervisor] would
normally put the special ed kids with some of those teachers, they’d still be mixed in
groups, but [they] would make sure that [the students] were with specific teachers. I
guess to make sure that they got all their questions answered, and teachers would be a
[familiar] face . . . and they might see you again the first day of school.
The teachers also shared that the administrators make strategic decisions about scheduling so that
general education and special education teachers have a positive coteaching pairing to ensure
students’ academic success and teachers’ connection with students. As explained previously, the
long-term relationship between the teachers fosters trust, respect, and strategic instructional
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decision-making. The administration also ensures there are articulation meetings between grade
levels. This process allows teachers from one grade level to share information about students
with the teachers in the next grade level. Melina explained,
[W]e do an articulation meeting. We just had it actually recently where the case managers
basically walk us through every student that’s coming up next year and gives us a little
snapshot of that kid and about their home life, what they struggled with this past year, all
the up-to-date information. So, without even reading the IEP, I get a snapshot from
somebody who knows them already.
Structural supports are key factors in teachers connecting with students and demonstrating care.
Participants perceived teachers connecting with students are supported through strategic
administrative decisions in hiring, matching coteachers, assigning students to special education
teachers during freshman orientation, and providing the time for articulation meetings.
The participants also outlined programs that the school sponsors which support teachers
connecting with students as well as students connecting to the members of the school
community. Programs such as freshman orientation and Club Fest connect the students to the
school staff and school organizations. The school also provides academic support for students
through their extended school year program, reading and recovery, study hall, and study skills
classes. To facilitate students staying after school to get extra help from teachers and participate
in extracurricular activities, the district provides after-school transportation. These programs
allow students to receive academic support during the school day, after school, and in the
summer. JP shared,
I know that like when we have Club Fest, pre-pandemic, there are teachers that will go to
Club Fest with the students and walk around with them and say, okay, what clubs did you
go to? Who do you want to talk to?. . . . Informally, I know a lot of the teachers will,
especially with the freshmen, will talk to the kids saying, “What clubs did you join? What
clubs do you want to join?” Find out their interests. And especially, if we find out
midyear that a kid is not in a club, and there’s a lot of kids that just don’t want to join,
and we’ll just keep telling them, letting them know to join, giving them information. But
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a lot of times even the case managers will, when talking to the kids saying, “Oh, you
know what? This might be a really good club for you. Let me introduce you to this
teacher.” So, the case manager will go with the student to say, “Hey, so-and-so wants to
join this club. Can you tell us more about it?”
JP highlighted the connection between school structures, programs, and staff as structural
supports that connect teachers and students. The participants also shared various organizational
supports in the human resource frame and structural frame influence teachers connecting with
students. These include teachers’ personal beliefs and experiences, relationships with coteachers,
professional development opportunities, structures during the COVID-19 pandemic,
administrative beliefs and strategic decisions, processes, and student programs.
Organizational Barriers to Care
As participants shared their beliefs about connecting with students, the researcher
explored the barriers that hinder this connection. Participants mentioned the content-focused
curriculum, time, and class size as structural frame elements that pose barriers to connecting with
students. Additionally, teachers questioned if individual beliefs about connecting with students
with disabilities and the lack of a shared belief system by staff about academic success for
students with disabilities and connecting with students with disabilities pose as potential human
resource frame barriers to the work.
First, two participants explained that smaller class sizes allow them to spend more time
with students which, in turn, allows them to learn about their interests and cater instruction to
meet their individualized needs more effectively. They believed smaller class sizes would also
allow them to include more connections to students’ interests into their instruction. Therefore,
large class sizes hinder teachers connecting with students with disabilities.
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Three participants believed that not having dedicated time for nonacademic activities
such as social-emotional learning opportunities is a barrier to teachers connecting with students
with disabilities. These nonacademic times would allow for teachers to further explore students’
interests and connect with them. Furthermore, it would allow structured time for teachers to get
to know students who transfer midyear and who had not participated in the getting-to-know-you
activities at the beginning of the year. They also explained the importance of more formal
opportunities for students to connect with one another. For example, Melina explained that
teachers often feel they do not have enough time to teach the content; therefore, they do not have
the time to focus on social-emotional learning. However, she suggested that if it is built into the
schedule, connections between teachers and students can really happen because it is not pushed
aside in favor of content.
Third, participants shared the lack of common planning time due to scheduling
limitations poses a barrier to teachers connecting with students. JP compared past experiences
with coteachers when planning time was available and that when planning together, he would
communicate with the math teachers to inform them of the math concepts that would be arising
in physics class. The math teachers would then teach those concepts prior to the physics teacher
introducing the concepts. The lack of planning time also impacts instruction when two
coteachers have not worked together previously. For instance, if the students did not understand
the math concepts in physics class, JP would work with students individually or in small groups
to preteach and/or reteach what was needed to be successful with the math in physics class.
However, when the relationship between the coteachers is new and they do not have that time to
plan, the lack of connection may set the stage for the general education teacher to take the lead
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and the special education teacher to step back and only work with the students with special
needs.
Fourth, as teachers shared their beliefs about academic success and connecting with
students at the school, two participants did not know if the beliefs of the general school staff
extended beyond their department and posed a barrier to teachers connecting with students with
disabilities. Although they felt the school embraced inclusivity, there was a feeling that a
collective definition about academic success for students with disabilities did not exist outside
the department.
Finally, three participants expressed a concern that, in general, some teachers do not have
effective strategies to support students with disabilities and this leads to teachers placing blame
on the students and/or their home lives. This was especially apparent during hybrid learning
when some students did not attend school in person or virtually. Three participants identified
professional development on age-appropriate positive behavior supports would provide teachers
with the skills to address this need. Meanwhile, three participants suggested that teachers need
support to engage with students who have extreme difficulty in school, some of whom are shy,
quiet, or going through their own experiences, and/or are afraid to connect with teachers.
Analysis of Material Artifacts
Engaging in the process of reading, reviewing, and analyzing the material artifacts of this
school district and the two schools engaged in this phenomenological case study involved
multiple readings, analysis, and reflective study. To focus the analysis of the material artifacts,
the researcher chose to analyze the documents that informed the schooling experience for
students with disabilities and focused on the ways the school context connects teachers to
students and shows care. Having interviewed the participants prior to analyzing the various
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district artifacts required the researcher to explore personal biases and the lens by which to
explore the phenomenon of care in this case study while reviewing the material artifacts. To
increase the validity and reliability of the study, the process involved engaging in reflective note
taking and analyzing those thoughts to illuminate the researcher’s own biases and predispositions
to wholly focus, in a nonevaluative manner, the phenomenon of care in this school district and
the schools.
The researcher collected documents available through the public domain. They included
the middle school and high school course descriptions, the schools’ NJDOE Report Cards for
2018–2019 and 2019–2020, and various links and documents on the district and schools’
website. A key document analyzed by the researcher was the self-study submitted by the high
school to the Middle States Association for Accreditation.
Although specific to the high school, the self-study provided another lens by which to
gain the context of the school experience. This document provided a description of the district,
an analysis of the high school’s overall program and rubrics in key areas to assess current
programing and determine a plan for future action. Through the analysis of this document the
following themes emerged: the history of the district serves to inform current practice and future
goals, areas for future improvement, and future goals serve to provide access to higher level
courses.
Through the analysis of these material artifacts several themes emerged: the goals of
education as communicated to the school community; special education students are given access
to the core content standards through several service models, supports, and programs offered to
students with disabilities to meet their individual needs; clear expectations regarding schools’
rules and procedures, and expectations of student’s learning experiences during the COVID-19
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pandemic. Specific to the area of study—care and connecting with students—these documents
provided the context of the case study to further understand the experiences of staff and students
as well as the organizational supports and barriers to teachers exhibiting care and connecting
with students.
Findings From Material Artifacts
Programs and Activities to Promote Access to the Core Curriculum
The analysis of the material artifacts illuminated the programs and services offered to
students with disabilities that provide them access to general education to the fullest extent
possible with accommodations and modifications. This information is communicated via a
variety of material artifacts: course guides, subject area websites, and special education
department websites. The course guides described the services available in the core content areas
of math, social studies, science, world language, and English. The district provides these courses
through in-class resource, pull-out resource, and self-contained classroom settings. The district
also offers specialized courses to students to allow for further individualization and student
success. Specifically, they offer study skills, specialized reading, Spanish conversation and
culture, and theater workshop. The special education program of studies also shared the various
special class program types that meet a diversity of needs for the special education population.
These include their emotional regulation impairment program, language learning disability
program, multiply disabled program, and applied behavioral analysis program. Additionally, the
high school has an 18–21 year-old self-contained program. Students with disabilities are able to
continue to improve and develop their life skills and vocational skills by engaging in communitybased instruction. These various academic settings serve to meet the individual needs of students
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with disabilities while offering access to the core content standards in the least restrictive
environment.
Clear Expectations Regarding Schools’ Rules, Procedures and Supports
The student and parent handbooks included information that provided clear expectations
regarding rules, procedures, and supports at the secondary schools. To ensure the safe
functioning of the school, the school administration focused on communicating expectations for
an orderly operation of school. The handbooks include information regarding the following rules
and procedures: absences, academic integrity, bell schedules, bus conduct, cafeteria guidelines,
Chromebook use and guidelines, scheduling policy, cyber bullying and internet safety, discipline
procedures, dress code, emergency drills and safety procedures, final exam policy, harassment,
intimidation and bullying policy, misuse of pass, in-school and out of school suspension,
prohibited items during the school day, random drug testing, Saturday detention, medication
guidelines, student driving and parking, student rights and responsibilities, acceptable use policy,
and substance abuse information.
The handbooks also contained various information about staff, resources, and services
available to students and parents in the school. For example, they contain the following: list of
administrative staff, anonymous crisis and bullying reporting tip line, bells schedules, board of
education members, child abuse-Division of Child Protection and Permanence, clubs and
activities and advisors, media resource center, local county college articulation, mission
statement, national honor society and honor roll, New Jersey’s Youth Helpline, Parent Portal,
Parent Teacher Student Organization, Protection of Pupil Rights Amendment, proms, report
cards; the program for respect, integrity, service, and excellence (RISE) that promotes core
values and beliefs; school calendar, staff responsibilities, student activities, student rights and
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responsibilities, student services, student sponsored publications, testing dates, transcripts, and
working papers.
Programs to Meet the Diverse Needs of Students
Besides special programs in the area of special education, the high school offers
programs to all students. These include independent studies, extra help after school,
Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID), special-subject academies, and
extracurricular activities. Students who show a special interest in a particular area can seek a
faculty mentor and participate in an independent study to explore an area of interest in a creative,
in-depth, and unique way. Teachers are available to students after school to receive extra help.
Transportation is available for students at 3:45 p.m. Tuesdays through Thursdays. Students are
expected to self-advocate for this support.
The high school also provides the AVID program. This program serves to give students
with a strong work ethic access to higher level classes while providing them with additional
academic support. According to presentational materials, the mission of the program is to
close the achievement gap by preparing all students for college readiness and success in a
global society. . . . [This] academic support program accelerates student learning,
prepares students for success in four-year universities, and challenges students in the
academic middle to take advanced classes to ensure that they are achieving at the highest
level of academic success possible.
The high school also has three academic academies: STEM academy, business academy,
and humanities academy. The students in the small cohorts in each academy focus on the area of
concentration in honors and AP level courses. The middle school and high school also focus on
positive behavior supports in schools by engaging in the RISE character education program. As
evidenced from a presentation, this program coincides with their mission of respect, integrity,
service, and excellence (RISE). The expectation is for students to embody the following: Respect
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by being polite, kind, and considerate; integrity by being honest and ethical; service through
volunteering, helping others in need, and being dependable; and excellence by striving to be
great and admirable.
According to the high school’s Parent-Student Handbook 2021–2022, the high school
offers extracurricular activities in the areas of fine and performing arts, service and advocacy,
special interest areas, academically based interests, and language and cultural awareness. The
extracurricular activities provide students with avenues to explore interests outside of the
classroom. Of interest to the research study were activities that allowed students school-based
activities to connect to their personal experiences and personal lives. For example, the school
maintains a Latin American Club which is separate from their Spanish Club. Additionally, they
have a Mediterrasian Club (Innovasian) that celebrates and develops and appreciation for South
Asian cultures. The school also has the Alphabet Alliance. The student-led group seeks to
educate the community on LGBTQ+ issues in the school and community. In the area of
connecting students with each other, they have an activity called Prevention Using Student Help
(PUSH). In this activity, high school students are trained to work with elementary students on
personal life skills. The focus is to learn about ways to be loyal, honest, and dedicated in their
daily lives. These academic and extracurricular programs provide students with various
experiences in and out of the classroom.
The History of the District Informs Current Practice & Future Goals
As mentioned, the Middle States Self-Assessment (2017) served as a window into the
high school’s perceptions of its areas of major improvement over the past 5 years, academic
strengths, areas for future improvement, and future goals for academic achievement. As detailed
in the self-study, the township in which the district is located has a long history in New Jersey.
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Since it is near one of the major cities in New Jersey, its history is impacted by the expansion of
the city and suburban sprawl, local transportation routes, and the increased population and
diversity of the entering population.
The self-assessment identified areas of strength in the high school program that included
an increased focused on learner-active technology infused classrooms, incorporating
multicultural connections into curriculum materials, increasing the use of technology to enhance
their students’ learning experiences, the addition of courses to support more students’ access to
higher level courses, and providing English language learners with access to the curriculum
despite their language level proficiency. According to the Middle States Self-Assessment (2017),
school staff updated curriculum to meet the needs of the changing student demographic. This
included updating texts to include more contemporary and marginalized authors to create a
strong multicultural curriculum. The self-assessment identified this as a strength of programming
in ELA, social studies, English as a second language, and music. However, the self-assessment
teams understood the importance of continuing to work on this moving forward and adding a
stronger emphasis on skill development in most content areas. To support instruction, they
focused on infusing new pedagogy and strategies into the curriculum via learner-active
technology-infused classrooms. According to the document, this is instruction that encourages
critical thinking and problem-based tasks. Students work independently, in pairs, and in small
groups to complete those tasks. The training is focused on teachers learning the strategies to
foster a student-centered environment where students lead their learning and teachers facilitate
the learning.
To provide access to higher level courses to a diverse group of learners, the school
district administration added several transitional courses for honors and English language learner
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students, opened course recommendations to give more access to students to honors and AP
courses, created a 2-part Algebra I course to support struggling learners and English language
learners, and added course electives to provide greater variety of choices. To address the needs
of the increased population and increased diversity of this population, the self-study identified
areas in need of improvement. Specifically, the middle states committee presented a plan to
enhance access to learning opportunities and academic success, including adding supports for
students through specialized courses and programs, providing access to higher level courses to
students with strong work ethic, evaluating individual programs and collaborating collectively to
support student academic success, improving individual student skills in the content areas, and
continuing to assess the effectiveness of curriculum and instruction. Moreover, they decided to
pilot new transitional courses for English language learners, provide support to struggling
students (especially ninth grade students), and implement new programs to support students with
strong work ethic to enter honors and advanced placement courses. Understanding the long-term
impact of these changes in the community’s demographic and increased enrollment in the school,
the self-study also identified the goal of continued assessment of the curriculum to ensure its
effectiveness and improving students’ skills as an area of continued focus.
Possible Disconnect Between Mission and Students’ Perceptions of its Implementation
The Middle States Self-Assessment (2017) included student perceptions of the high
school. While the report does not indicate the number of students surveyed or state if they
receive special services or not, some student responses were relevant to this study with respect to
their perceptions of the supports and barriers to academic achievement and connecting with
teachers. For example, the mission of the school district focuses on RISE. Through the
comments detailed in the survey responses, students’ positive commentaries and negative
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remarks emerged and showed a disconnect between the self-assessment area statements and
students’ experiences. Students commented on the positive alignment with the mission by saying
they believed the school seeks to have a positive learning environment, and they respect the
school’s mission and understand how they are trying to implement it. Students also commented
about the lack of alignment between the mission and its implementation at school. They shared
that they understand the mission, but they feel it is not practiced on a daily basis. They wrote that
their peers have been discriminated against on the basis of race and gender and that teachers
often overstep their boundaries. Overall, students were concerned that people do not follow the
mission consistently in school. The statements written by the students show how the alignment
with the mission is viewed by students in a disjointed manner.
In the area of student performance, students commented on the support they receive to
improve their performance. Through an analysis of the comments, students perceived that the
teachers work hard to assist students make academic progress and that they care about the
students’ futures. Students also shared that teachers do what is needed to help them learn, be
entertained, and be educated. However, students pointed out that classmates are failing many
classes and need staff to keep trying to help them and care for them. Students also shared
personal stories of the barriers to achieving academic success. One student emphasized the
importance of teachers connecting with students and helping their friend change their views:
Some teachers give up on students who don’t try to learn and I think the teachers
shouldn’t give up, but instead keep encouraging the students. Reasons why are because I
had a friend who used to view school as really boring and he got bad grades because of
this. The second he walked into his sixth grade class, the teacher helped him change his
views.
Other students shared the inconsistency of the care they received, sharing that some teachers care
while others do not. This could be seen in the following comment:
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A lot of the students in school continue to have a lack of motivation in doing their work
and there are only a few teachers who truly want to help them get on the right track. If
teachers would be more encouraging and actively taught in new and exciting ways,
students would be more willing to participate.
An analysis of the self-study also disclosed the students’ focus on instructional strategies. They
perceived the teachers’ instructional strategies as disjointed: some are effective and others are
ineffective. One student honed in on teachers focusing on grades instead of student learning and
understanding of the material. Another detailed that recommendations are elicited via the
Advisory Club; however, the recommendations are not implemented. The ending comment
detailed the student’s emotional feelings: “They don’t care about the students here!” Overall,
while it cannot be ascertained if the students surveyed received special education services, it is
interesting to note that, in general, students’ survey comments in the Middle School SelfAssessment (2017) showed that students perceive a misalignment between the school’s mission
and the practices implemented.
Students Perceive Aspects of the School Climate as Barriers to Connecting with Staff
Through the analysis of the survey comments, students surveyed also expressed their
opinions about the school climate, feeling safe in school, and their feelings about connecting
with teachers. Students expressed a fear about being in school because they are scared of school
violence and theft. They also perceive a lack of consistency and clarity in the implementation of
discipline consequences.
The students surveyed also perceived a lack of connection with their teachers due to the
inconsistency of the implementation of effective teaching strategies and the lack of a fair code of
conduct. Student comments reveal concerns about an overemphasis on gender and ethnicity in
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regard to the dress code and code of conduct. These perceptions led students to describe feelings
about the inconsistent demonstration of care by school staff. One student commented,
As I’ve said before, some of the teachers are either ineffective or make students feel
uncomfortable. Some of my peers have been discriminated on the basis of race or gender
by certain teachers, and I have personally been uncomfortable with certain situations
where a teacher overstepped his boundaries.
Another student stated,
The teachers, for the most part, are very competent and able to teach their subject well,
but there are a few cases who fail to do so. The environment created is supposed to be a
productive and safe environment for students, but that is not always the case. Sometimes
if not usually, the environments in the school can be very . . . unfriendly.
The students’ comments reflect their perceptions and beliefs about their teachers and aspects of
the school climate as barriers to teachers connecting with students. These perceptions and beliefs
provide a student voice to the school context and the experiences of some students in the school.
While it is unclear if these perceptions are those specifically of students receiving special
services, they are interesting to note about the school culture.
Learning Experiences for Special Education Students During the COVID-19 Pandemic
During the emergency shut-down due to the COVID-19 pandemic, schools were
mandated to provide virtual instruction online. School districts were forced to communicate to
families the instructional practices and expectations for online learning. In this case study, the
information shared by the school district provides a lens by which to view a student’s
instructional experience during virtual learning. The documents on the district’s secondary
schools websites communicate the instructional schedule options for different special programs,
coteaching practices, counseling supports, and instructional experiences students may have
experienced during virtual instruction.
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The district provided families with information regarding instruction to support learning
during virtual instruction. The focus was on answering parent questions to provide clear
expectations regarding the implementation of student IEPs. The district staff communicated
information to assure parents that IEPs would be implemented to the maximum extent possible
by following state guidelines in regard to the reopening of schools. The analysis of the questions
highlighted the difficulties parents faced in understanding how virtual instruction would be
implemented. The responses focused on the structure of the instructional day for special classes,
what to look for in regard to instructional practices, and how teachers would individualize
instruction to meet their students’ needs.
Important to the instructional day was the inclusion of social-emotional learning time,
individualization of instruction, and behavioral supports. The documents detailed the addition of
activities to build relationships between teachers and students to help them acclimate to virtual
learning. In the parental communication, it was evident that individualization of instruction was
important to student success during virtual learning. The administration added time to support
flexibility to instruction, asynchronous work for students to meet their individual needs when
needed, fine and gross motor activities to engage the students in those goal areas in occupational
therapy and physical therapy, and behavioral supports in the form of data collection and analysis
to provide appropriate supports to students to meet their needs during virtual instruction.
The school district also provided clear expectations regarding the in-class resource setting
where two teachers instruct the students and the coteaching models teachers may use. They
provided a description of the six models of coteaching which include the following actions:
lead/assist, or one teacher, one support; teach/observe, station teaching, parallel teaching,
alternative teaching, and team teaching. The models explain how the general education teacher
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and special education teacher provide instruction in which one teacher leads and the other
supports and/or observes, and the aspects of instruction in which two teachers teach in the same
room simultaneously. This can be done via station teaching, parallel teaching, alternative
teaching, and team teaching. The communication details that in any of the instructional models,
the implementation of the IEP is the responsibility of the special education teacher in the room.
During the virtual learning experience, the school counselors were available to students
via email and their Google Classrooms. The counselor’s Google Classroom became the avenue
by which students received communications from the school. Learning during the COVID-19
pandemic required the communication of instructional expectations to parents so they would be
able to support their children’s learning experiences while at home. For students with disabilities,
the secondary schools communicated the time schedules, instructional practices, and supports
available to the parents to ensure learning continued during virtual learning.
Summary of Findings
In this phenomenological case study, the researcher sought to illuminate an understanding
of special education teachers’ practices and beliefs that support teachers demonstrating care and
connecting with students with disabilities, their perceptions of academic success for students
with disabilities, and the aspects of the school context that support and/or pose barriers to special
education teachers exhibiting care in pull-out replacement and in-class support classes through
the use of interviews and an examination of material artifacts.
First, the researcher sought to elicit teachers’ perceptions of the key factors that influence
academic success for students with disabilities. To answer this question, the researcher explored
the participants’ collective definition of academic success. What emerged is that teachers believe
academic success is multifaceted and includes the process of learning and the results or outcomes
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of having learned. Academic success encompasses personal qualities of responsibility,
motivation, positive self-image, and social-emotional success. The outcomes then prepare
students for occupational life: passing classes, graduating, making a living, and engaging in
social conversations. Finally, academic success involves being an active citizen in society with
strong life skills, work ethic, and work habits. Teachers unanimously expressed that connecting
with students and building rapport leads to academic success for students with disabilities.
Next, the researcher sought to illuminate an understanding of teachers’ perceptions on
how they exhibit care in pull-out resource and in-class support classes. Participants shared that
they perceive care as interactive and relational, through their instructional decisions, and their
use of technology during the COVID-19 pandemic. The researcher then elicited the participants’
perceptions of the key factors that support their success in connecting with students. An analysis
of the interviews highlighted that individual personal beliefs and experiences, relationship with
colleagues, professional development opportunities, strategic administrative decisions and
processes, and student programs support teachers showing care and connecting with students
with disabilities.
The researcher then explored the perceptions of teachers on the key aspects of the
schools’ context that support and/or pose barriers to teachers exhibiting care in pull-out resource
and in-class support classrooms. Utilizing Bolman and Deal’s (2013) structural frame and human
resource frame as the theoretical framework for these organizational supports and barriers, the
researcher found that participants perceived teacher’s individual beliefs and experiences,
relationship with colleagues, professional development, strategic administrative decisions and
processes, and student programs as organizational structures that support teachers connecting
with students. In other words, teachers’ individual and collective beliefs support teachers
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connecting with students. This includes the belief that teachers connecting with students leads to
academic success and mutual respect in a coteaching environment is key in connecting with
students and each other because it establishes a strong model for students to emulate care and
connection. Teachers believe specific school structures such as the schedule, special
programming, strategic staffing, and professional development opportunities support teachers
connecting with students. It is inferred by the researcher that the lack of these supports poses a
barrier for students connecting with teachers.
Additionally, a review of the structural and organizational barriers participants perceived
as hindering teachers caring for and connecting with students with disabilities emerged. These
findings include the lack of collective vision about academic success and/or the collective belief
about connecting with students, the lack of structured time to connect with students, and the lack
of a social-emotional curriculum that pose barriers to teachers connecting with students.
Participants identified important elements such as strategic curriculum work, updated scheduling,
and strategic, differentiated professional development to reduce the identified barriers. These
areas will be explored further in Chapter 5.
The analyses of the material artifacts provided a context about the schools in the case
study. The following themes emerged from this process:
•

The history of the district serves to inform current practice and future goals.

•

Future goals serve to provide students access to higher level courses and multicultural
texts.

•

Students with disabilities are given access to the core content standards through
several service models.
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•

Supports and programs are offered to students with disabilities to meet their
individual needs.

•

There are clear expectations regarding schools’ rules and procedures.

•

There are clear expectations of students’ learning experiences during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Moreover, the examination of the material artifacts also provided a lens by which to understand
the supports and barriers to teachers connecting with students with disabilities.
Through the COVID-19 pandemic, various structures and communications opened the
classroom doors to parents in regard to curriculum and instruction. The adjusted time schedules,
focused unit lunch, and activity sessions served to be a specific time within the school day when
teachers could connect with students. Specialized programs also provided students with access to
supports to connect with teachers and provide opportunities for success academically. The
analyses of the documents also illuminated students’ perceptions and beliefs about their
schooling experiences as barriers to teachers connecting with students. By nature of the material
artifacts and lack of specificity in sample demographical data, it is unclear if these are indeed the
beliefs held by special education students. However, they do highlight general attributes of the
school culture from the perspective of students, in general, which may present barriers to care
being given and received.
Chapter 5 details a summary of the study’s purpose and methodology. In addition, it
includes the findings and discussion of the results of the study in relation to the theoretical
framework and reviewed literature. Finally, the chapter includes the conclusions and
implications for policy, practice, and research.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The purpose of the study was to gain a deeper understanding of special education
teachers’ perceptions of how they demonstrate care and connect with students with disabilities,
the key factors influencing academic success for students with disabilities, and their perceptions
of the supports and barriers to caring for and connecting with students with disabilities to achieve
academic success. This study encompassed a phenomenological qualitative case study approach
to understand the phenomenon of care in a secondary school context. The researcher utilized
interviews, teacher-provided lesson plans, and material artifacts to conduct the study. The data
were then analyzed using deductive and inductive coding methods to illuminate the findings to
the following research questions:
1. What are the perceptions of special education teachers on how they exhibit care in
pull-out and inclusion classrooms?
a. What do special education teachers see as key factors that influence academic
success for students with disabilities?
2. What are the perceptions of special education teachers on the aspects of school
context that support and/or pose barriers to special education teachers exhibiting care
in pull-out and inclusion classrooms?
This chapter includes a review of the findings presented in Chapter 4 in relation to the
research questions, the study’s theoretical framework, and reviewed prior scholarship.
Implications for future policy and practice will be shared and recommendations for future
research will be proposed based on the study’s limitations, delimitations, and questions that
emerged during the study.
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Summary of Findings
This study was focused on illuminating an understanding of special education teachers’
perceptions about how teachers demonstrate care and connect with students, the practices and
beliefs special education teachers utilize to show care and connect with students, and the key
factors influencing academic success for students with disabilities. Additionally, the study
included examination of the aspects of the school context that support demonstrating care and
connecting with students with disabilities as well as the barriers that hinder demonstrating care
and connecting with students with disabilities.
In order to gain an understanding of the special education teachers’ beliefs regarding
academic success for students with disabilities, the data sources were analyzed and what
emerged was that special education teachers believe that academic success for students with
disabilities is multifaceted. They believe it is individualized, encompassing the process of
learning specific skills and the student exhibiting outcomes as a result of having experienced
learning. The key factors that influence academic success for students with disabilities include
school supports, teacher supports, and parental supports. These factors connected with the
strategies teachers utilized to demonstrate care and connect with students.
The first research question asked, “What are the perceptions of special education teachers
on how they exhibit care in pull-out replacement and in-class support classes?” To answer this
question, four themes emerged. The first theme was that teachers perceived that they exhibit care
through the interactions and relationships they build and establish with students with disabilities.
Teachers believed that connecting with students allows them to overcome previous negative
experiences in learning. This connection is fostered by supporting and nurturing a trusting
relationship with students over time. Teachers build this connection by engaging in thoughtful,
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meaningful processes of eliciting students’ interests, motivations, and barriers to learning. The
teachers foster this connection by utilizing individual, small group, and whole group
conversations and activities; paying attention to what is said and not said, and collecting the
information to utilize in the future. This process takes time and consistent trust-building.
The second finding was that teachers also show care through their instructional decisionmaking. The participants identified establishing and communicating clear, high expectations;
individualizing instruction, and connecting students to learning activities as ways they show care.
Participants highlighted modeling learning, promoting guided and independent practice, using
questioning techniques; gaining an understanding of students’ perceptions, misconceptions,
mistakes, and thinking; and using technology as important to care and connecting with students.
Participants also exhibited care during virtual instruction through the strategic use of technology
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The teachers made lessons interesting, allowed for anonymous
responses, met with small groups of students as well as individual students, provided
nonthreatening ways for students to show their thinking and work products, and supported
individual students during one-to-one virtual sessions.
The study also revealed the perceptions of special education teachers on the aspects of the
school context that support and/or pose barriers to special education teachers exhibiting care and
connecting with students with disabilities in in-class resource and pull-out replacement
classrooms. The study found that specific beliefs and experiences about academic success for
students with disabilities supports teachers connecting with students with disabilities, their
positive relationship with their coteacher, professional development opportunities, hiring
practices, and staffing decisions also facilitated teachers connecting with students with
disabilities. Professional development on coteaching strategies and the expectations shared with
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the parent community about those practices provided clear expectations and supported teachers
connecting with students. Strategic administrative decisions, student programs, communicating
clear expectations, school programs and school structures also supported teachers connecting
with students.
The study identified perceived barriers at the organizational level that hinder teachers
connecting with students and demonstrating care. They identified lack of collective vision and/or
belief about academic success or belief in connecting with students, the need to provide key
professional development to staff who require strategies on how to connect with students, the
lack of relationship with their coteacher, and the lack of strategies to connect with and support
the most at-risk students as the barriers to teachers connecting with students with disabilities.
The study also identified the lack of structured time to connect with students during the day, the
lack of a social-emotional curriculum, the lack of structured programs for special education
students to access higher levels of the general education curriculum, and students’ perceptions
about the mission and school climate as additional barriers to teachers exhibiting care and
connecting with students with disabilities.
Discussion
This study was guided by the work of Nel Noddings’s (2003, 2005, 2013a) ethic of care,
the theoretical framework of Bolman and Deal’s (2013) organizational frames—structural frame
and human resource frame—and scholarship on teachers connecting with students. Currently,
there is a gap in the research on teachers connecting with students with disabilities. Therefore,
this study was aimed to close the gap in the research by focusing on special education teachers
demonstrating care and connecting with students with disabilities.
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A foundational element to this research was to ascertain the special education teachers’
perceptions regarding the academic success for students with disabilities. This information set
the groundwork for understanding special education teachers’ beliefs about expected outcomes
for students with disabilities and their perceptions on how they demonstrate care and connect
with students. With this in mind, the first major finding of this study was that special education
teachers perceive academic success for students with disabilities as multifaceted. Similar to
Noddings’s (2001) beliefs about the goals of education, the participants detailed aspects of
personal life, occupation life, and civic life as the measures of academic success for students
with disabilities and that school plays an important role in students’ lives because academic
success encompasses the skills they attain while learning and the outcomes they experience as a
result of having learned over time.
This finding adds to the study of care and special education teachers connecting with
students because in these findings the participants focused on the importance of the individual
student in regard to the outcomes of education. In other words, a student’s personal profile
determined how to measure academic success for students with disabilities. The participants also
identified school supports, teacher supports, parental supports, and the major factors that
influence academic success. These supports connected to the major findings of this study in that
teachers’ perceptions of care and how they demonstrated them connected to the factors that
influence academic success. Additionally, the major supports to demonstrating care and
connecting with students with disabilities also emerged as a connection between academic
success and teachers demonstrating care and connecting with students with disabilities.
A second major finding of the study illuminated special education teachers’ perceptions
of care as interactive and relational. Special education teachers’ perceptions regarding how they
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exhibit care and connect with students with disabilities aligned with the facets of Noddings’s
(2003, 2005, 2013a) work on care. Special education teachers believed building connections with
students with disabilities through the learning process allows students to overcome the barriers of
preconceived notions about the content so that they may learn and grow. This outcome relates to
Glasser’s (1993) concept of second choice therapy: “We will work for those we care for, for
those we respect and who respect us, for those with whom we laugh, for those who help us make
our lives secure” (p. 24). In other words, students who connect with teachers will overcome their
personal barriers to succeed academically. Furthermore, Vidourek et al. (2012) indicated teachers
who felt positively connected to their students perceived significantly fewer barriers to
connecting with students than teachers who did not feel positively connected to their students.
Therefore, this study supports the current research that teachers who believe in connecting with
students will be tenacious in working with students as barriers appear. This finding is vital in the
study of care and connecting with students because it illuminates an understanding on how
teachers’ strong beliefs about caring and connecting with students overcomes the obstacles that
may be present; in this case, the major barrier of the COVID-19 pandemic and teaching virtually.
This study also highlighted the importance of building individual connections with
students with disabilities by getting to know about each student in order to bring their interests
into the content and personalize learning activities. Similar to Marzano (2007, 2009) and
Cummings (2000), teachers identified the use of interest surveys, instructional activities,
personal conversations, and technology to learn as much as they could about students so that they
could integrate their interests into their instruction. Again, since prior research did not include
students with disabilities, this finding adds to the study of care and connecting with students
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because it closes the gap in the literature on teachers demonstrating care and connecting with
students with disabilities.
A third major finding of this study was the importance of teachers utilizing strategic
instructional practices to demonstrate care and connect with students. These strategic
instructional practices involved establishing and communicating clear and high expectations,
individualizing and connecting students to learning, and the use of instructional best practices as
key components to demonstrating care and connecting with students. Teachers perceived the
process of demonstrating care through various activities and meaningful conversations supported
getting to know individual students and was the cornerstone to building teacher-student
relationships. These activities and meaningful conversations involved one-to-one discussions,
small group, and whole group activities that allowed teachers to elicit student interests, thoughts,
motivations, and barriers to their own learning. The participants in this study believed, as Saphier
et al. (2008) established, that acknowledging, valuing, and respecting students are important to
building the connection between teachers and students. Again, this finding adds to the
scholarship on care and connecting with students as it focuses on the lens of special education
and connecting with students with disabilities, a current gap in the research.
A fourth finding of this study illuminated special education teachers’ continued focus on
connecting with students during the COVID-19 pandemic and utilizing the available technology
to do so. During the 2020–2021 school year, teachers were thrust into a new school year getting
to know students and building relationship with students, via online platforms, that they may
have never met in person. As the school year progressed, teachers were instructing some students
in person and others online. Some teachers ended the year never having met some students in
person. Therefore, technology was a valuable tool for special education teachers to demonstrate
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care, connect with students, and deliver instruction. The use of two Google Meets, trivia games,
Pair Deck, and Securely provided avenues for teachers to survey students, elicit and determine
interests, and actively engage students in learning activities. These actions set the stage for
teachers to implement Noddings’s (2001, 2005) beliefs in practice amid the shutdown of the
COVID-19 pandemic. These strategies engaged special education teachers in caring for their
students in a manner that allowed them to practice Noddings’s (2001, 2005) beliefs to fully hear,
see, or feel what students were trying to convey while thinking about them and placing their
attention on them, through a series of encounters that allowed teachers and students to form a
bond.
The strategies employed by the participants supports Vidourek et al. (2012) in their
conclusion that teachers who feel positively connected to their students perceive significantly
fewer barriers to connecting with students than teachers who did not feel positively connected to
their students. Therefore, these participants sought ways to connect with students, even a totally
new instructional format could not stop them from finding ways to care for and connect with
their students. Although the COVID-19 pandemic posed many obstacles to student learning, this
study highlighted the importance teachers placed on diligently connecting with students in the
virtual realm. This finding also adds to the research on care and connecting with students
because it focuses on instruction during the COVID-19 pandemic and utilizes the lens of special
education teachers connecting with students with disabilities to share teachers’ thoughts, beliefs,
and stories.
This study was also focused on the aspects of the school organization that support special
education teachers demonstrating care and connecting with students with disabilities. As such,
the study illuminated an understanding of the organizational components that served to both
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enhance and hinder the connection between teachers and students. The first major organizational
support to special education teachers connecting with students with disabilities was the
importance of special education teachers’ beliefs and experiences. The study found that special
education teachers maintained a strong belief that connecting with students with disabilities leads
to academic success.
The second major organizational support to special education teachers connecting with
students with disabilities was the positive relationship with their coteachers. Similar to teachers
connecting with students, participants believed that the relationship between coteachers serves as
an effective model for students to learn from and emulate. As Noddings (2001, 2005) explained,
this process involves caring for someone else in that the carer fully hears, sees, or feels what the
other is trying to convey through a series of encounters that form a way to build a bond between
two people. Most importantly, it also serves as a model of the behaviors that students may
emulate in their experiences with others (Noddings, 2003, 2005, 2013a). This research adds to
the scholarship on care in that the special education setting of instruction, in-class support
classes, also presents an opportunity for teachers to demonstrate and model care.
The third major organizational support to special education teachers connecting with
students with disabilities was professional development opportunities. Participants believed
strategic professional development for teachers about students with disabilities, strategies to
modify and accommodate instruction, and effective coteaching practices served as structural
frame components to support teachers connecting with students. These opportunities also
included providing strategic professional development on coteaching and time for professional
learning communities and articulation meetings. These professional development opportunities
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allowed teachers to collaboratively plan to individualize instructional lessons and discuss
students’ needs so they could connect with students and demonstrate care.
The fourth major organizational support to special education teachers connecting with
students with disabilities was the strategic decision making by administrators. The decisions
made by the administrators included the strategic pairing of coteachers, the implementation of
specialized programs for students, and the strategic hiring of staff who believe in connecting
with students. Administrators also hired teachers who demonstrated the belief of the importance
of special education teachers connecting with students with disabilities. The study also
recognized that teachers value teaching students over time because it allows them the
opportunity to foster the caring relationship and connection with students with disabilities.
Administrators also made strategic scheduling decisions to pair students with teachers in courses
to foster the long-term connection between special education teachers and students with
disabilities. This finding coincides with Cooper and Miness (2004) who recognized the
importance of strategic administrative decisions such as looping and thoughtful intentional
pairing of students with teachers during special programs as factors that support teachers
connecting with students. Finally, administrators also adjusted the schools’ schedules during the
COVID-19 pandemic to allow for block lunches and activity periods which supported common
times when teachers and students were available to connect outside of instructional time. This
additional time connected teachers to students. This study adds to the literature on teachers
connecting with students and provides the lens of organizational theory to support teachers
connecting with students with disabilities.
Finally, the study illuminated an understanding of the organizational barriers to special
education teachers demonstrating care and connecting to students with disabilities. The first
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major barrier was the lack of collective vision and belief system about academic success for
students with disabilities. This organizational component is vital to ensuring academic success
for students with disabilities because, as previously mentioned, teachers who felt positively
connected to their students perceived significantly fewer barriers to connecting students than
teachers who did not feel positively connected to their students (Vidourek et al., 2012).
Therefore, it is imperative for teachers to believe in the importance of those connections so that it
decreases their perceptions of the barriers of connecting with students. This finding adds to the
research on teachers connecting with students because it closes a gap in the literature related to
teachers connecting with students with disabilities. As teachers encounter the many complicated
struggles students with disabilities face, it is important for teachers be tenacious, creative, and
industrious. Therefore, possessing this strong belief will focus teachers away from the barriers
and more to the strategies, modifications, and accommodations students need to achieve
academic success. As a result, professional development is imperative in this process.
Participants shared the importance of providing all teachers with the tools and strategies to
connect with students with disabilities.
The second major organizational theme were the lack of structured time to connect with
students and the lack of a social-emotional curriculum to implement with students with
disabilities. This finding coincides with research on teachers connecting with students because it
has been found that the implementation of structured interventions facilitates teachers connecting
with students (Knesting & Waldron, 2006; Lemberger et al., 2015; Rucinski et al., 2018).
Previous scholarship did not include students with disabilities. Therefore, this study adds to the
research on teachers connecting with students because it focuses on special education teachers.
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This study also illuminated the importance of students’ perceptions in regard to teachers
connecting with students. Although the material artifacts did not specify if the survey students
were students with special needs, it is important to highlight that a barrier to students, in general,
connected with teachers is the misalignment between the school’s mission and school climate
with surveyed students’ perceptions of their experiences. In other words, if the surveyed students
did not feel the care presented by the teachers, then they were not receiving the care that was
being administered. Therefore, this connects with Noddings’s (2003, 2005, 2013a) beliefs
regarding the importance of the reciprocal relationship between the carer and the cared for.
Furthermore, if a reciprocal relationship does not exist between the teacher and the student, the
student does not feel the care presented and will not return the care the teacher provides
(Noddings 2003, 2005). This will add a barrier between the teacher and the student and hinder
their caring relationship, thus potentially hindering the tenacity of teachers to overcome barriers
to connecting with students and hindering students’ academic success. This finding adds to the
research on teachers connecting with students in that it provides connection between the care the
teachers are giving and the way students are receiving that care. Although this information did
not focus on students’ perceptions, this finding illuminates the importance of investigating their
perceptions because the reciprocal process of care and the lack of it may hinder academic
success for students with disabilities.
The major findings of this research add to the scholarship on care and connecting with
students as it focuses on the leans of special education, a current gap in the literature. The
findings of this study and the literature on teachers connecting with students serve as important
considerations for implications for future policy, practice, and research.
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Implications for Future Policy, Research, and Practice
An analysis of the supports and barrier and review of literature to demonstrating care and
teachers connecting with students illuminated implications for policy, practice, and future
research.
Policy
This study illuminated special education teachers’ perceptions of academic success, care,
how they demonstrate care, and the practices that support and/or hinder special education
teachers demonstrating care and connecting with students with disabilities. Federal, state, and
local mandates require accountability for academic achievement for all students with a special
emphasis on at-risk groups, including students with disabilities. Meanwhile, students who
struggle academically and experience problematic behaviors prior to reaching secondary schools
are more dependent on relational supports than are students who do not struggle (Hughes et al.,
2012). Moreover, schools are not equipped to deal with struggling children’s needs, causing the
negative labeling of these students and the segregation from their peers (Stevens, 2018).
Therefore, those creating public policy should consider alternate ways to measure academic
success for students with disabilities and provide systems of supports for students with special
needs. These supports include moving beyond high-stakes testing that highlights the lack of
success for students with disabilities as public measures to evaluate schools. Student academic
success should be measured in a multifaceted way that takes into consideration the student’s
individual profile and their individualized, meaningful growth over time.
One way to accomplish this is that in addition to the federal or state accountability
measure for academic achievement, the legislation should include the addition of an alternative
assessment measure that may be designed by districts based on specific criteria outlined in the
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policy. Once the district’s alternative assessment measure is approved, it would allow teachers to
acknowledge the individualization required for students with special needs, measuring their
progress, and continuing to establish high expectations. This public policy shift should also
include professional development for administrators and teachers to implement these
assessments, funding to ensure the effective implementation of these standardized classroom
assessments, and the sharing of information with the public that does not highlight a deficiency
model, but a growth model over time. It may also be beneficial to highlight components of care
in teacher evaluation policy as care is the foundation from which students’ academic growth and
achievement may develop.
This study also illuminated the need to address the concerns of the lack of strategies to
support children who struggle academically and present behavioral challenges. Policy should
provide essential organizational supports to meet these goals and should include providing for
structured, differentiated, ongoing learning opportunities for teachers beyond teacher educator
programs and structures that provide time and funding. Most importantly, policy should include
funding for research on the most effective strategies to meet these goals.
Practice
This study illuminated implications to practice based on the analysis of the organizational
supports and barriers, to include strategic leadership decisions in the areas of hiring, developing
belief systems, strategic scheduling of staff, professional development structures, professional
development topics, and community building with students emerged as key implications to
practice. District and school leadership should look to eliminate the barriers and increase the
supports to teachers demonstrating care and connecting with students with disabilities.
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According to Bolman and Deal (2013), the focus is for the organization to hire and retain
the right people with the skills and attributes to bring success to the organizations. In practice,
schools should also collaboratively develop and articulate a collective belief system about
academic success for students with disabilities and the importance of developing caring,
connected relationships with students. As noted in this current research, strategic hiring practices
in the special education department have led to supporting a collective belief system about
academic success for students with disabilities. Therefore, hiring practices that continue to focus
on examining teacher beliefs that coincide with these beliefs about academic success for students
with disabilities is important to supporting teachers demonstrating care and connecting with
students. Additionally, the implementation of strategies to support and expand this belief system
should be implemented in practice.
Along the same lines, structured professional development connected to continued time
to plan collaboratively, learning effective coteaching models, learning effective instructional
strategies, and learning about individual needs and interests are key to the supporting teachers
demonstrating care and connecting with students with disabilities. Additionally, to enhance
instructional strategies, professional development should be differentiated to address the needs of
individual and groups of teachers. Another focus of professional development should be on
strategies to connect with students who have extreme barriers to receiving the care and
connections teachers seek to make. Furthermore, ongoing professional development about the
diversity of disabilities will allow all teachers to gain a better understanding of how to meet the
individualized needs of students.
This study also illuminated the importance of understanding students’ perceptions of
about the school climate and implementation of its mission. As Alder (2002) stated, students
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believe teachers care when they know their students well, provide personalized leadership for
students, teach to understanding, are academically helpful, and hold high expectations for
behavior and achievement. To reduce the barriers schools face in these areas, schools should
implement practices that, as Schussler and Collins (2006) found, allow reciprocal relationships
between teachers and students to emerge and promote a family atmosphere in which care is a
core value of the school. The present study found that teachers and the school context look to
establish clear expectations and high expectations through teachers’ instructional practices and
schools’ structural supports. These are important elements to support care and teachers
connecting with students. However, to overcome the feelings of students as they were expressed
in the analysis of the Middle States Self-Study, schools should also implement practices that
allow children to understand the rationale for decision-making that takes place in schools
because it contributes to students’ self-awareness, emotional understanding, and the capacity to
act ethically as well as to successfully interact with others (Burroughs and Barkauskas, 2017).
As the schools in this case study seek to inform current practice and future goals, they are
faced with the challenges of the history of the school and its changing, increasing diversity of
population. Schools are facing the blessing and the challenge that comes with a growing, diverse
student population. Therefore, schools need to explore Rolón-Dow’s (2005) findings that school
staff need to understand the needs of students of color and the role race or ethnicity plays in
shaping their communities. The challenge of the growing diversity in the increasing population
means that schools should explore what Rolón-Dow called a “color(full) critical care praxis” (p.
77.) This involves teachers understanding their own biases and hidden racist ideologies and the
role they play in making decisions that impact students. The examination of the schools’ policies
and practices would focus on the elimination of institutional racism and nourishing a caring
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environment (Rolón-Dow, 2005). Including students and parents in those experiences,
conversations and strategic decision-making processes is vital in connecting with students and
school systems demonstrating care.
Lastly, an important implication to schools is the inclusion of strategies to connect to
students’ families. To facilitate home-school connections, teachers should utilize home-school
journals and student-led conferences so families may know what children are learning at school.
The use of technology during the COVID-19 pandemic opened classrooms to families at home.
These connections should continue in future practice. Macsuga-Gage et al. (2012) reminded
teachers to offer both positive and corrective feedback to parents that focuses on both academic
and social performance. Teachers should also create opportunities to reinforce positive
interactions and integrate culturally responsive practices into these interactions (Macsuga-Gage
et al., 2012). Overall, this current study highlighted the importance of schools and teachers
breaking barriers and being tenacious with their approaches to demonstrating care and
connecting with students with disabilities, especially with those who do not easily reciprocate
teachers’ actions to connect with them.
Future Research
If teachers connecting with students is vital to student’s academic success (Pianta et al.,
2012), then future researchers should continue to explore this phenomenon and the data that
support the implementation of teachers caring and connecting with students with disabilities in
schools. Because this research was limited to one district’s secondary schools and their special
education teachers, future research on care and connecting with special education students
should focus on the perspectives about care and connecting with teachers of students with
special. When studying students, researchers should also focus on other populations of students
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with special needs (e.g., disability-specific research, students with autism and/or attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder [ADHD]). Future research should also extend to other types of school
settings and grade levels. Researchers should explore general education and special education
teachers’ perspectives about connecting with students in coteaching environments and general
education teachers’ perspectives of demonstrating care and connecting with all students in all
grade levels in all settings.
Specifically in relation to care and connecting with students during the COVID-19
pandemic, future research should include studies on the impact of technology on instruction
during the COVID-19 pandemic and student academic success. Studies should also explore the
full impact of this time frame on students’ connections with teachers, classmates, and schools.
Finally, there should be a full exploration of teaching practices during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Although these learning experiences may not have been ideal, they did open the door to
instruction for families and increased the use of technology. Exploring these best practices can
further connect families to students’ learning experiences and increase the effective, creative use
of technology in in-person settings.
Overall, the researcher found the results of the study to have implications to practice that
focus on strategic administrative decisions and differentiated professional development activities
focused on teachers connecting with students and strategies to develop, respect, rapport, and
connections with the diverse student population teachers serve. Finally, future researchers should
continue to explore care through the lens of special education and students with disabilities, and
the effective instructional strategies implemented during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations
This qualitative, phenomenological case study was based on assumptions, limitations,
and delimitations to ensure rigor and transferability. This study is bounded by a deep
examination of one district’s practices in one middle school and one high school during a set
period of time. The study also included six teachers who worked in in-class support and/or pullout replacement settings at one district’s middle school and high school. Since this process was
also focused on personal interviews of secondary special education teachers, their responses
represented their individual experiences and may have been influenced by personal experiences
in the school. Participants’ age, ethnicity, gender, background, experiences, personal biases,
emotional state, recollection of events, and reactions to the interviewer may have influenced their
responses. To address these limitations, the researcher utilized specific sampling criteria for the
district and participants with whom the study was conducted.
Additionally, due to social distancing measures during the COVID-19 pandemic, the
study was conducted via an online platform with secondary teachers and limited to the lesson
plans of the sample activities provided to the researcher. It is assumed that participants’
responses and lesson plan submissions were honest representations of their beliefs and practices.
Concerns regarding transferability with qualitative research because of differences of
other schools may lead to different findings with regard to the questions posed in the study. To
address this concern, the researcher used three data sources to conduct the study and ensure a
high level of rigor. These included interviews, teacher-provided lesson plan, and analysis of
material artifacts.
Finally, as a novice in the field, the researcher utilized pilot interviews and reflective
notes. The pilot interviews ensured clarity and rigor of interviews while reviewing the usefulness
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of information gathered based on questions posed. The reflective notes allowed for information
to be collected during the interview process to reorder questions, as needed, and follow-up with
thoughts the participant shared. The reflective notes also allowed for the process of reflexivity
that permitted the researcher’s personal biases to emerge, be addressed, and analyzed to
determine if and how they impacted the study (Patton, 2002).
Conclusion
This study represents an effort to fill the gaps in the literature on teachers connecting with
students and demonstrating care. It specifically focused on secondary special education teachers’
perspectives to illuminate an understanding of their beliefs and practices about connecting with
and caring for students with disabilities. It also provided special education teachers’ perspectives
of the organizational supports and barriers to teachers connecting with and caring for students
with disabilities. This study was an exploration of the beliefs, experiences, and practices that can
serve as models to teachers, administrators, and school systems.
Overwhelmingly, the participants believed connecting with students leads to academic
success and that they perceived care as interactive, relational, and achievable through their
instructional practices. The context of the COVID-19 pandemic also drove their practices to
focus on connecting with and caring for students through the use of technology. These practices
and beliefs were reinforced by organizational supports such as collective beliefs about
connecting with and caring for students with disabilities, the relationship between coteachers,
professional development opportunities, strategic use of time, and administrative decisions and
processes. Organizational barriers were also identified by participants that hindered teachers
connecting with and demonstrating care for students with disabilities. Barriers such as the lack of
a collective vision and/or belief system, the lack of strategies on how to connect with students,
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the lack of relationship with their coteacher, and the lack of structured time to connect with
students with a social-emotional curriculum were identified in this study.
The findings of this study have implications for continued research, policy, and practice
in the area of care and special education. The study has implications for policy in the areas of
measuring and reporting student achievement and progress, as well as strategic professional
development. Next, this research also has implications for practices that break the barriers to
teachers connecting with students with disabilities. Future research should focus on exploring the
lens of care for students with disabilities, with teachers, administrators, students, and parents.
This research adds to the collective research on care and teachers connecting with students by
focusing on the perspectives of special education teachers. This work is vital to the study of
students with disabilities because as Glasser (1993) found, students who connect with teachers
will overcome their barriers to succeed academically. Therefore, students’ academic success is
influenced by teachers connecting with students.
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APPENDIX A
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Interview Question

Research Question Addressed

1) Tell me about yourself, your teaching Background questions to gain demographic
experience, and why you decided to
teach special education students at the information about the respondent.
high school level.
2) How many pull-out replacement
(POR) classes do you teach? How
many in-class resource (ICR) classes
do you teach?
3) How long have you been teaching with
your team teacher(s)?
4) Some say it is the goal of education to 1). What do teachers describe as key as key
ensure students’ academic success.
factors that influence academic success for
What are your thoughts on that
concept?
students with disabilities?
5) How do you define academic success
for students with disabilities?
6) What are your beliefs on the key
factors that influence special education
students' academic success?
7) What are some ways you support those
beliefs in the POR setting? In the ICR
setting?
8) How would you define the relationship 2). What are the perceptions of special
you have with your students?
education teachers on how they exhibit care
9) Some say teachers connecting with
students leads to academic success.
in pull-out and inclusion classes?
What are your thoughts on that
concept?
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10) How do you describe the connection
between you and your students?
11) Talk about a time that you gained the
connection with a student.
12) What do you perceive as a reward for
connecting with your students?
13) What practices do you implement in
the classroom to connect with students
in the POR setting? In the ICR setting?
14) You were asked to bring a lesson or
lessons that you feel exemplify how
you connect with students. Please
explain the lesson. What is it about
this lesson that resonates for you and
how you connected with the students?
Is there anything you would do
differently?
15) How would you describe your
relationship with your team teacher?
16) How does your team teacher support
your practices to connect with students
with disabilities?
17) How would you describe your school
to someone who has not been in your
school?
18) How does the school define special
education students’ academic success?
19) What are some ways the school
supports students in reaching their
academic success?
20) What are some ways the school
structure supports teachers connecting
with special education students?
21) What are some barriers you see that
inhibit your ability to connect with
students in the POR setting? In the
ICR setting?

3) What are the perceptions of special
education teachers on the aspects of school
context that support and/or pose barriers
to special education teachers exhibiting
care in pull-out and inclusion classes?
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22) Do you think there are ways to
improve teacher and student
connections in your classroom? In
your school?
23) What support do you think is still
needed to support teachers connecting
with special education students?
24) Do you have any questions regarding
Opportunity for the respondent to share
the interview or is there something you
additional comments or elaborate on anything
would have wanted me to ask you
regarding teachers connecting with
already shared.
special education students?
25) If I need you to clarify any of your
responses may I contact you?

Opportunity for the respondent to correct any
misinterpretations or add additional
comments.
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